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Abstract 
The Influence of Academic Coaching 
on the Retention of Distance Education Students 
Kathryn Vadell 
John Gould, Ph.D. 
 
As distance education grows increasingly popular, higher educational institutions are 
finding it more challenging to retain this population than face-to-face students. Academic 
coaching has emerged as a possible technique for improving retention among distance education 
students. In this study, the researcher conducted an interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) 
through three semi-structured interviews with four undergraduate distance education students. 
The purpose of the study was to explore how undergraduate, distance education students 
experienced academic coaching provided by a private coaching company and how they perceived 
it to influence their retention. Ultimately, each interviewee felt that their academic coach 
contributed to their ability to be retained, which led the researcher to conclude that academic 
coaching can be an effective and powerful retention tool for distance education students. 
  
xi  
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Chapter 1 – Introduction to the Research 
Introduction to the Problem 
In recent years, the popularity of and demand for distance education courses has 
steadily increased. The publication, Changing Course: Ten Years of Tracking Online 
Education in the United States, produced by Allen and Seaman (2013) with support from 
the Babson Survey Research Group, Pearson and The Sloan Consortium, highlighted the 
growth in online learning in higher education from 2002 to 2012. According to the report, 
“the number of students taking at least one online course increased by over 570,000 to a 
new total of 6.7 million” (p. 4). Understandably, institutions of higher education have 
taken notice. 
Among the reasons that administrators in higher education have paid attention is 
that “online enrollments have increased at rates far in excess of those of overall higher 
education” (Allen & Seaman, 2013, p. 4). Specifically, in 2002, 1.6 million students were 
enrolled in at least one online course, and this number grew to 6.7 million in 2012 (p. 18). 
The annual increase in the number of students taking at least one online course from 2010 
to 2011 was 9.3%, which was the lowest rate of growth observed in the 10-year study (p. 
18). In comparison, “the overall higher education student body has grown at an annual 
rate of 2.6 percent during this same period – from 16.6 million in fall 2002 to 21.0 
million for fall 2011” (p. 18). Naturally, higher educational institutions have tried to 
respond to this demand.  
Back when the reporting series began in 2002, less than half of higher education 
institutions indicated that online education was critical to strategic planning and in 2012, 
the percentage has increased to almost seventy (Allen & Seaman, 2013, p. 4). 
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Acknowledgement of the role of distance education in sustaining higher education seems 
to have paralleled this evolving mindset. In 2002, only 28.3% of higher education 
institutions lacked distance education offerings, but as of 2012, that number had 
decreased to 13.5% (p. 20). In addition to more institutions offering distance education 
courses, “a far larger proportion of higher education institutions have moved from 
offering only online courses to providing complete online programs (62.4% in 2012 as 
compared to 34.5% in 2002)” (p. 20). Therefore, it has become increasingly possible for 
distance education students to earn complete degrees entirely online. 
Although the growing demand for distance education has caused many higher 
educational institutions to offer courses and programs in this format, retaining online 
students has proven more challenging than retaining those students face-to-face (Clay, 
Rowland, & Packard, 2009, p. 94). Allen and Seaman (2013) report, “a continuing 
concern among academic leaders [that] lower retention rates in online courses are a 
barrier to the growth of online instruction” (p. 30). Retention theories have evolved along 
with the content delivery method and the students themselves. A review of the literature 
reveals that the majority of students engaging in distance education are considered 
nontraditional students (Justice & Dornan, 2001; Boston, Ice, & Gibson, 2011; Park & 
Choi, 2009). Research indicates that feelings of isolation are a major contributor to a 
student’s desire to drop out of distance education programs (Boling, Hough, Drinsky, 
Saleem, & Stevens, 2012; Bocchi, Eastman, & Swift, 2004).  
Importantly, there is an increased awareness of the challenges of teaching in an 
online environment. Allen and Seaman (2013) indicate that there is a perception among 
academic leaders that “it takes more time and effort for a faculty member to teach online 
3  
 
courses than to teach a corresponding face-to-face course” (p. 22.) This perception grew 
from 40.7% in 2006 to 44.6% in 2012 with only 9.7% of respondents disagreeing in the 
more recent iteration of the survey (p. 22). If teaching in an online environment is 
generally understood to take more time and effort, it is difficult to place the additional 
responsibility of improving retention – by attempting to minimize feelings of isolation – 
upon faculty.  
Institutions of higher education are challenged to retain all students and 
commonly employ the strategy of increasing student engagement so that students bond 
with their institutions. While there are a variety of ways to attempt this feat, Dalton and 
Crosby (2014) indicate that it is predicated on the commitment of institutions to foster 
student engagement, which “is reflected in the ways in which institutions create a climate 
of support that helps new students to succeed, and encourages them to become committed 
to practices that promote their success” (p. 60). These same authors assert that the cost of 
higher education is placing pressure on institutions to be more efficient and retain 
students more successfully (p. 62). Increasing student engagement is particularly 
challenging for distance education students who already have limited ways in which they 
can interact with the institution. For these students, academic coaching can be especially 
appealing and as a result, it has emerged as a possible method for improving retention of 
distance education students (p. 62). One reason that academic coaching could be 
particularly effective for distance education students is the additional source of social 
interaction it provides which naturally combats feelings of isolation, inherent to the 
learning environment. Literature on learning theories specifically situated learning and 
social cognitive, support the ideology that learning is a social process and that 
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components of social cognition, such as motivation, are relevant to the complex issue of 
retaining distance education students (Makin, 2009; Yang, 2004; Labaree, 1997). 
Many higher educational institutions have been willing to explore a variety of 
possible solutions to increasing student engagement in an effort to improve retention, 
including the aforementioned option of academic coaching. One way for an institution to 
offer coaching is by contracting with a third party service through which coaching can be 
offered. A private company offering a leading college coaching program, describes 
themselves as “an independent provider of coaching services that incorporates a 
combination of methodologies, curricula, and technologies” (Bettinger, Baker, & 
National Bureau of Economic Research, 2011, p. 2). This company published a study 
demonstrating the effectiveness of the company’s methods based upon two years of 
student data across eight institutions of higher education for 13,555 students (p. 10). 
When splitting students into two groups – a coached and un-coached group – researchers 
found that students who received academic coaching had higher retention and completion 
rates (2011, p. 3).  
A separate, pilot study at an urban university in southeastern Pennsylvania, the 
site that is the focus of this study, sought to test whether coaching provided by an 
external coaching company improved retention rates of distance education students. For 
the purposes of this study, the company will be referred to as Academic Coaching 
Incorporated, which is a pseudonym. In conjunction with the university, Academic 
Coaching Incorporated offered academic coaching to one group (coached) but did not 
offer coaching to another group (non-coached/control) (Hagan, 2013). The study focused 
on undergraduate online programs in five of the eleven degree-granting colleges within 
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the university. The study found that the cumulative retention gap between the coached 
and control groups increased – that is coaching was shown to correlate positively with 
retention – in four of five schools (Hagan). The only negative correlation was for the 
institution’s College of Arts and Sciences (CoAS), which offers online undergraduate 
degrees in psychology, communications and criminal justice; however, the data was only 
provided at the college level and did not offer analysis at the level of student major 
(Hagan). Further, the study did not incorporate student perception of academic coaching 
and its influence upon retention. These omissions are the basis for this study. 
Statement of the Problem to Be Researched 
In the aforementioned case study, the influence of academic coaching upon 
retention from the perspective of the online students in CoAS was not captured. Even 
though the cumulative retention gap for this group decreased, this does not mean that 
academic coaching had a negative influence upon retention – capturing student 
perception will offer a more complete picture of it’s influence. 
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) was to explore 
how undergraduate, distance education students experienced academic coaching provided 
by Academic Coaching Incorporated. The study sought to offer an understanding of the 
student experience, as well as an exploration of the student perception of the influence of 
academic coaching upon retention.  
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Significance of the Study 
As a result of this research, educators and administrators in higher educational 
institutions may better understand the influence of academic coaching upon retention of 
distance education students. The complex issue of retaining distance education students is 
critical to the success of programs offered by higher educational institutions. Students, 
instructors, administrators and institutions stand to benefit from increased retention of 
online programs. Higher retention rates improve program reputations, which serves each 
of the aforementioned populations. Further, improved retention benefits the institution 
financially. Research suggests that academic coaching is an effective means of improving 
retention (Murphy, Mahoney, Chen, Mendoza-Diaz, & Yang, 2005). Exploring student 
perception of the influence of academic coaching provided by Academic Coaching 
Incorporated on their retention demonstrated the efficacy of this investment in coaching, 
specifically for CoAS at the institution where this study was conducted. Further, the 
initial study used quantitative methods while this study utilized a qualitative approach, 
ultimately allowing more information to be gleaned from students. 
Research Questions 
Employing an approach rooted in interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA), 
semi-structured interviews with distance education students explored student experiences 
and perceptions, and ultimately addressed the central question: 
• How did undergraduate, distance education students in CoAS perceive academic 
coaching provided by Academic Coaching Incorporated? 
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The Conceptual Framework 
 According to Bloomberg and Volpe (2012), “the conceptual framework draws on 
theory, research, and experience, and examines the relationship among constructs and 
ideas” (p 7). Roberts (2010) indicates that the conceptual or theoretical framework is “a 
lens through which your research problem is viewed. It can be a theory, a construct that 
conceptualizes your study’s focus, or a research perspective” (p. 129). Given this, it was 
therefore a combination of the researcher’s stances and experiential biases, the specific 
phenomenological approach selected and the three streams of research that informed the 
conceptual framework. 
Inevitably, the researcher was influenced by her philosophies and interpretive 
frameworks – specifically, stances that were rooted in ontology, social constructivism 
and phenomenology (Creswell, 2011, p. 20). Philosophically, from an ontological 
perspective, the researcher found unique realities for each interviewee and the continued 
reflection upon findings in the literature review influenced interpretation of these realities 
(p. 20). The researcher’s interpretive framework was rooted in social constructivism, 
which acknowledges the influence of the personal, cultural and historical experiences of 
both the participant and individual upon interpretation. This interpretive framework is 
well-matched to the phenomenological approach selected – interpretive 
phenomenological analysis (IPA) and the three philosophies that underpin this approach. 
The rationale for the selection of this type of phenomenological analysis will be 
discussed further in Chapter 3. 
Various experiences have informed the researcher’s inherent biases. 
Professionally, the researcher is certified to teach secondary English in Pennsylvania in 
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the K-12 educational system. The researcher has eleven years of experience with non-
profit organizations, and seven of those years have been with in higher education, with 
the institution that was the site of this research study. While employed by this institution, 
the researcher held a position as a transfer credit coordinator wherein she worked closely 
with the online academic advisor in CoAS to support the onboarding of new online 
students. Further, while in this position, the researcher temporarily assumed the role of 
online academic advisor in late summer/early fall (the busiest time of year for most 
academic institutions) when the regular advisor need to unexpectedly take family medical 
leave. This experience afforded the researcher the opportunity to interact with distance 
education students in an advising capacity for several months. In addition to currently 
earning a doctorate in Educational Leadership and Management offered in a hybrid 
format (partially online and partially face-to-face), through this same institution, the 
researcher also earned her master’s online in learning technologies through this 
institution. The researcher has always had a commitment to learning and passion for 
education – these have developed into professional interests in distance education. 
Having earned two degrees – one in a full and one in a partial (hybrid) – in an online 
environment, the researcher brought a unique perspective to the study. While these 
experiences certainly informed the researcher’s inherent biases, the philosophical 
underpinnings of the phenomenological approach selected (discussed in Chapter 3) as 
well as the assumptions the researcher made about this particular study (discussed later in 
this Chapter) further addressed the way in which the individual’s experiences were 
detached from the analysis. 
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There were three streams of academic research informing the literature review for 
this study (see Figure 1). These streams include: retention factors, sociological learning 
theories and retention methods. The stream on retention factors provided an overview of 
the evolution of retention theories and the variables influencing retention. The second 
stream addressed sociological learning theories, specifically social cognitive theory and 
situated learning. The third and final stream on retention methods focused specifically on 
the method of coaching and mentoring (a term closely related to coaching). In 
combination, these streams all informed and influenced the complex problem of retaining 
distance education students – more specifically, they provided a context for considering 
the influence of the phenomenon of academic coaching upon retention.  
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Conceptual Framework. This figure illustrates the literature review streams and 
the three philosophies underpinning interpretive phenomenological analysis that informed 
the central question. 
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As evidenced in the review of the literature, the importance of community and 
social interaction is a consistent theme across retention models and it becomes more 
critical for nontraditional, distance education students. Research indicates that feelings of 
isolation are a major contributor to a student’s desire to drop out of distance education 
programs (Boling, Hough, Drinsky, Saleem, & Stevens, 2012; Bocchi et al., 2004). 
Alfred Rovi identifies seven factors, which are outlined in the review of the literature, 
that positively correlate with a sense of community (2002, p. 4). Additional variables 
outlined in the literature as influences upon retention include: student satisfaction 
(Boiling et al., 2012), student expectations (Harris, Larrier, & Constanto-Bishop, 2011) 
and activation of prior knowledge (Todorova & Mills, 2011). Research also shows that 
while individual student characteristics do not influence retention, external factors 
outside the control of the institution as well as internal factors controllable by the 
institution influence retention (Park & Choi, 2009).  
A review of the literature on sociological learning theories, specifically social 
cognitive theory and situated learning, also supports the role of social interaction in 
learning (Fenwick, 2011; Mankin, 2009; Yang, 2004). Definitions of learning theories 
and the terms used to define them reveal that motivation is a key component of social 
cognition and worthy of consideration. While there are a variety of reasons a student 
pursues degree acquisition, application of these learning theories strengthens the case for 
coaching as a method of improving retention. By communicating the results of their work 
with students to instructors and instructional designers, coaches can ensure that material 
is relevant and that courses are strategically designed in a way that fosters participation 
and engagement, thereby positively influencing retention (Park & Choi, 2009). 
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Increasing social interaction and creating a sense of community – although 
admittedly more challenging in a distance education than face-to-face environment – can 
be accomplished by increasing student engagement (Boston et al., 2011, p. 12). There 
may be a variety of ways to achieve this goal. One way could be to offer each student an 
academic coach. Another approach would be to employ coaching tactics within a course 
in ways to increase student engagement. Case studies in the literature review highlight 
research that explores mentoring and coaching models to facilitate and encourage 
increased communication and student participation. Specifically, one study explores the 
use of teaching assistants (TAs) (Murphy, Mahoney, Chen, Mendoza-Diaz, & Yang, 
2005) while another used online learning communities utilizing online mentors (Chang, 
2004, p. 76). Academic coaching and both case study models all provide additional 
opportunities for increased student interaction with representatives of the institution, 
which is thought to positively influence student engagement, thereby improving 
retention.  
Definitions of Terms 
A common understanding of the terms defined below was critical to 
understanding the populations and concepts central to the research problem. For example, 
many researchers define retention differently. In their article, “A review of online course 
dropout research: implications for practice and future research,” authors Youngju Lee and 
Jaeho Choi (2011) identified “35 empirical studies on students’ dropout in post-
secondary online courses that were published within the last 10 years in peer-reviewed 
journals” – interestingly, of these studies, 13 (37%) did not clearly define student dropout 
(p. 596). The authors found that depending on the situation, some researchers included 
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students who withdrew during the add/drop period, others included students who failed 
the course while others included students who did not pass the course (2011, p. 596). This 
degree of variability when studying student dropout (also commonly referred to as 
retention, persistence and/or attrition) creates difficult circumstances under which to draw 
comparisons (2011, p. 596). As illustrated by this example, common definitions of terms 
were critical to this research. When applicable, many of the definitions were drawn from 
the same source – the Education Resource Information Center (ERIC) sponsored by The 
Institute of Education Services of the US Department of Education. ERIC is an online 
library of education research and information as well as a nationally recognized 
government resource. 
(Terms are listed alphabetically) 
Asynchronous learning networks (ALNS): “learners use computers and 
communications technologies in ALNs to work with remote learning resources, including 
online content, as well as instructors, and other learners, but without the requirement to 
be online at the same time” (Rovai, 2002, p. 1).  
Coaching: “customized instructional, training, or guidance intervention designed 
to improve the performance or capacity of an individual, team, or organization. Generally 
site-based, coaching is characterized by intense, sustained non-judgmental and non-
evaluative assistance, support, and feedback from a knowledgeable professional who 
helps the client to set goals, identify obstacles, and develop plans and strategies to 
achieve goals. Coaching may occur in one-to-one or group settings” (“Coaching 
(Performance),” n.d.). Note: ERIC lists mentor as a related term to coaching. 
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Constructivism (Learning): “viewpoint in learning theory which holds that 
individuals acquire knowledge by building it from innate capabilities interacting with the 
environment” (“Constructivism (Learning),” n.d.). 
Distance education: “education facilitated by the communications media (mail, e 
mail, radio, television, videotape, computers, videoconferencing and others) with little or 
no classroom or other face-to-face contact between students and teachers” (“Distance 
Education,” n.d.). Note: ERIC lists blended learning, electronic learning (e-learning) and 
online courses/learning among a list of terms closely related to distance education 
(“Distance Education,” n.d.). 
Distance education options: “four major categories of online courses: (a.) self-
paced independent study, (b) asynchronous interactive learning, (c) synchronous learning, 
an (d) a combination of online and in-person learning” (Bocchi, Eastman, & Swift, 2004, 
p. 246).  
Mentoring: “a one-on-one relationship between an expert and a novice in which 
the expert guides the novice by behavioral and cognitive modeling, academic and career 
counseling, emotional and scholarly support, advice, professional networking, and 
assessment” (Murphy, Mahoney, Chen, Mendoza-Diaz, & Yang, 2005, p. 3). Note: ERIC 
does not have a definition for mentoring. 
Mentors: “trusted and experienced supervisors or advisers who have personal and 
direct interest in the development and/or education of younger or less experienced 
individuals, usually in professional education or professional occupations” (“Mentors,” 
n.d.). Note: ERIC lists coaching as a related term to mentor. 
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Nontraditional students: “adults beyond traditional school age (beyond the mid-
twenties), ethnic minorities, women with dependent children, underprepared students, 
and other special groups who have historically been underrepresented in postsecondary 
education” (“Nontraditional Students,” n.d.). 
Retention: “the progressive reenrollment in college, whether continuous from one 
term to the next or temporarily interrupted and then resumed” (Pascarella & Terenzini, 
2005, p. 374). 
Self-efficacy: “believe or expectation about one’s own ability to perform a given 
task successfully” (“Self-Efficacy,” n.d.). 
Social cognition: “conceptions about interpersonal and social phenomena (e.g., 
persons, the self, motives, feelings, relations, social rules, societal institutions) – also, 
cognitive processes and skills used in social interaction (e.g., communication skills, 
perspective taking, empathy)” (“Social Cognition,” n.d.). 
Social cognitive theory: “an approach to social learning, incorporating findings 
from research into learning, memory, and social cognition and focusing on people’s 
thoughts and how they affect social behaviour” (Coleman, 2009). 
Additional Context for Defined Terms 
Cognitive differences between traditional and nontraditional students are also 
relevant. Research shows no difference between the memory and motivation in these 
populations; however, nontraditional students tend to engage in higher-level cognitive 
learning strategies than traditional student populations (Justice & Dornan, 2001). Given 
the stage of nontraditional students in life, they need an educational option that is flexible 
and can be completed around personal and professional commitments (i.e. caring for 
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family and working full time), which is why ALNs (as defined above) are most closely 
aligned with the type of online learning experienced by the participants in this research 
(Bocchi et al., 2004). Often, these nontraditional students cannot afford to leave their jobs 
to study full time so distance education is a viable option for staying current and 
advancing in the workforce (Bocchi et al., 2004, p. 245). This behavior and societal 
movement is explained in part because the “highly educated Baby-Boomer generation is 
approaching retirement, and as this wave of departure from the workforce grows, 
America will need to replace their knowledge, skills, and experience with younger 
workers who have been prepared with a comparable educational background” (Boston et 
al., 2011, p. 5).  
Coaching is one of the streams in the literature review defined above; however, 
case studies relevant to the literature review also use the term mentoring so a definition of 
this term was also provided. It is interesting to note that ERIC does not provide a 
definition for mentoring; however, it does list coaching and mentoring reflexively as 
terms related to one another, so the term mentor, as defined in ERIC was also included in 
the list. These terms are not synonymous and therefore are not used interchangeably but 
they are closely related and both appear in relevant case studies covered in the review of 
the literature. Further discussions of these terms were incorporated in the review of the 
literature. 
Assumptions & Limitations 
Assumptions 
The philosophical assumptions of the researcher informed the study. The 
researcher’s ontological stance was briefly addressed in the conceptual framework. The 
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epistemological assumption acknowledges the influence of context upon experience – the 
researcher relied upon contextual information gathered in the interview and demographic 
information available through institutional systems. Axiological assumptions, including 
personal values and biases included but were not limited to the researcher’s employment 
at the institution studied, the researcher’s belief that academic coaching has merit, but is 
less effective when outsourced, and the researcher’s inherent support for distance 
education. Finally, the researcher’s methodological assumption was best classified as 
emerging, because qualitative data capturing student perception of academic coaching 
and its influence on their retention, particularly at the institution in question, was non-
existent (Creswell, 2011, p. 22).  
With regard to logistics, this study assumed that the institution would willingly 
share quantitative retention data from the pilot study. It also assumed an adequate 
response from those students who received academic coaching from Academic Coaching 
Incorporated. Further, it assumed that the questions posed in the interviews would have 
the validity and reliability to adequately address the central research question. 
Beyond logistical assumptions, the study was predicated on the contention that 
academic coaching positively influences retention. In reality, many variables influence 
retention, particularly for distance education students, so academic coaching can never be 
the sole variable allowing a student to be retained. The study also assumed that all 
students received the same level and type of academic coaching, when in fact this 
differed depending upon the student and coach.  
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Limitations 
Admittedly, the design of interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) is 
inherently limited as the researcher “only has access to the participant’s experience 
through the participant’s own account of it” (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009, p. 3). 
Discrepancy between the participant’s experience and their account of it could not be 
avoided. 
The study was limited in that it focused on one college within a specific 
institution. In addition, it focused on a specific cohort of students already designated as 
coached and non-coached as a means of maintaining a manageable, focused study. While 
broadening the cohort – by either start term or college – may have provided a more 
comprehensive view of the influence of academic coaching, doing so would have created 
an unmanageable study for the researcher. Although size may be viewed as a limitation, it 
may also serve to highlight components of academic coaching that were most effective 
for this specific population. Theoretically, an internal academic coaching model could be 
piloted. While this would have been relevant and perhaps illuminating, it was beyond the 
scope of this study. 
Summary 
The popularity of distance education has grown, but this population of 
asynchronous, nontraditional learners is difficult to retain (Clay, Rowland, & Packard, 
2009, p. 94). Through this Chapter, the problem has been introduced and its significance 
has been outlined. The central question and definitions of terms have been provided and 
assumptions and limitations of the study were addressed. The conceptual framework 
identified the influence of interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) and it’s three 
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philosophies (explored in detail in Chapter 3) as well as three literature streams: retention 
factors, retention methods and sociological learning theories, which will be elaborated 
upon in the review of the literature provided in Chapter 2. 
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Chapter 2 – The Literature Review 
Introduction 
Ultimately, this study sought to explore student perception of academic coaching 
provided by Academic Coaching Incorporated and its influence upon their retention. 
Prior to conducting the study, the researcher conducted a thorough review of the 
literature. Clearly, the concept of retention was critical to this study and therefore an 
overview of evolving theories of retention, the role of community and social interaction, 
as well as additional variables were explored. Second, social learning theories, 
specifically social cognitive theory and situated learning and the role of socialization in 
learning in the distance education environment were reviewed. Finally, coaching and 
mentoring as methods for improving retention were reviewed. A review of the literature 
in these areas informed this study. 
Factors Influencing Retention 
Introduction 
Given the unique terms and populations central to distance education, it stands to 
reason that a variety of specific factors influence retention of these students. Because the 
concept of retention is central to this study, an overview of theories of retention, the role 
of community/social interaction in retention as well as several additional variables 
influencing retention were explored. 
Retention Theories 
Retention in undergraduate education is difficult to discuss without 
acknowledging Vincent Tinto, whose theoretical model exploring reasons that student 
dropout is well cited among researchers. According to Tinto’s model, family background, 
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individual attributes and pre-college schooling influence a student’s commitment to both 
the goal (obtaining a degree) and the institution (Tinto, 1975, p. 95). These commitments 
are then influenced by the academic system (grade performance and intellectual 
development) and social system (peer-group interaction and faculty interaction) which in 
turn result in a students’ academic and social integration, causing the student to revisit 
how these integrations (or lack thereof) are influencing their commitments, ultimately 
enabling them to make a dropout decision (p. 95). The dropout decision is student 
specific, but “other things being equal, the high the degree of integration of the individual 
into the college systems, the greater will be his commitment to the specific institution and 
to the goal of college completion” (p. 96). 
Tinto’s original work, published in 1975, focused on traditional students, so in 
1985, Bean and Metzner developed a conceptual model for nontraditional students and 
asserted that the main difference between traditional and nontraditional students is that 
the latter group is more affected by the external environment than traditional students 
(Park & Choi, 2009, p. 208). While appropriate for the time, nontraditional face-to-face 
students are significantly different from nontraditional distance education students. Enter 
Kember’s longitudinal process model.  
Kember’s model “recognizes that social and academic integration of students 
should be viewed with intervening variables between initial student 
characteristics/background and persistence, that components change over time, and that 
students have to make drop out decisions several times during lengthy courses” (Park & 
Choi, 2009, p. 208). Kember’s model acknowledges that earning a degree may take part-
time, distance education students twice as long as it would take full-time, face-to-face 
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students (Woodley, de Lange, & Tanewski, 2001, p. 117). Because of the increase in time 
required, student’s lives are more likely to change (2001, p. 117). While Kember’s model 
is linear, students pass through it continually via the recycling loop and cost-benefit 
variable, which account for the increased likelihood for change in the life of the student 
(2001, p. 117). Through these components, Kember was able to account for the 
nontraditional student’s more frequent evaluation (recycling loop) of factors (cost-benefit 
variable) influencing their retention (2001, p. 117).  
Researchers have expanded upon these models reporting that a variety of 
variables influence retention. Some find that retention is attributed to isolation, difficulty 
with the degree of self-direction required and academic rigor (Bocchi et al., 2004, p. 
246); while others contend that social activity is critical to retention (Boston et al., 2011, 
p. 12); still others assert that retention is influenced by internal characteristics as well as 
external factors and internal factors (Park & Choi, 2009, p. 208). External factors were 
generally outside the control of the institution and examples include finances and time 
constraints while internal factors were within control of the institution and identified as 
course design strategies fostering learner engagement (p. 208). As articulated by 
Woodley, deLange and Tranewski (2001) retention, particularly in distance education is 
“a complex phenomenon […] because it involves human behaviour, it is complex 
because it involves so many types of withdrawal, and it is complex because it varies over 
time” (p. 130). 
Community/Social Interaction 
Researchers have found that feelings of isolation are a major contributor to a 
student’s desire to drop out of a distance education program (Boling, Hough, Krinsky, 
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Saleem, & Stevens, 2012; Bocchi et al., 2004). Distance education courses offering little 
interaction lead to feelings of disconnect among students (Boling et al., 2012, p. 120). 
These same students were less satisfied with their online learning experiences than 
counterparts enrolled in more interactive courses (2012, p. 120). Specific strategies 
including “live classrooms, group work, threaded discussions, co-ops, and project-based 
learning” minimize these feelings of disconnect (2012, p. 120). A review of the literature 
revealed that many researchers emphasize the critical role of community and social 
interaction in combating these feelings of isolation, which in turn positively influences 
retention (Boston et al., 2011; Jun, 2005; Boling et al., 2012; Rovai, 2002). 
In his article, “Building a Sense of Community at a Distance,” Alfred Rovai 
contends that there are seven factors that “are positive correlates to sense of community: 
a) transactional distance, b) social presence, c) social equality, d) small group activities, 
e) group facilitation, f) teaching style and learning stage, and g) community size” (2002, 
p. 4). Rovai believes that increased dialogue can reduce the psychological influence of 
distance on relationships and that through dialogue students establish a social presence or 
sense of involvement and participation without the influence of physical presence (p. 4). 
He stresses that a sense of equality among students is also critical to building community 
and believes that small group interactions foster the building of relationships between 
group members (p. 4-5). Further, Rovai asserts that facilitation should inspire learner 
interaction and that it is the responsibility of the instructor to build and maintain the 
group (p. 5). Through the factors of teaching style and learning stage, Rovai addresses the 
fact that different students have different needs just as different instructors have different 
styles – these are inherent to a degree, but should be considered by both student and 
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instructor through the learning and teaching processes (p. 5). In the last of his seven 
factors, Rovai addresses optimum community size asserting that a range of 8-10 students 
is on the low end of the ideal critical mass while 20-30 is the maximum recommendation 
unless a team teaching approach is utilized (p. 5). 
In addition to Rovai’s (2002) seven factors that positively influence community, 
he also indicates that the classroom community has four dimensions: spirit, trust, 
interaction and commonality of expectation/goals (p. 2). In combination, these 
dimensions create a safe and collaborative learning environment for all. To further 
substantiate the importance of community, additional research suggests that online 
learning communities (OLCs) “may reduce the psychological distance by mediating the 
dialogues of understanding and communication among OLC members and may facilitate 
technical problem-solving by providing virtual space for exchanging experiences by OLC 
members” (Chang, 2004, p. 76). Both Rovai (2002) and Chang (2004) contend that 
deliberate and conscious construction of community is critical to productive distance 
education learning environments.  
Additional Variables Influencing Retention 
While satisfaction with the distance education experience is improved by 
increased interaction (Boling et al., 2012), additional variables also influence retention. 
The work of Park and Choi indicates that students who are satisfied with their courses 
and find them relevant, are less likely to drop out (2009, p. 215). These researchers also 
concluded that individual characteristics of students (i.e. age, gender) did not influence 
retention, but that external factors, largely outside the control of the educational 
institution (i.e. organizational support, time constraints) did significantly influence 
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retention, as did internal factors controllable by the educational institution (i.e. course 
design, motivation) (Park & Choi, 2009). 
Research has also shown that a positive correlation between student expectations 
and experiences positively influences retention (Harris, Larrier, & Castano-Bishop, 
2011). According to this research, the following variables influence student expectations: 
proficiency with technology, expectations of the course instructor, expectations of course 
content, expectations for social interactions, expectations regarding the course delivery 
system and personal variables (Harris et al., 2011). It is suggested that communication to 
adjust student expectations to a more realistic level at the beginning of the distance 
education experience could positively influence retention (Harris et al., 2011). Additional 
research indicates that an understanding of student perceptions of distance education is 
critical to developing a successful learning environment (Sahin, 2008, p. 221). In a 
similar vein, the work of Todorova and Mills (2011) suggests that activating student prior 
knowledge through pre-tests positively influences student preparation for class. Further, 
in this case, faculty were able to use this information to adjust their courses accordingly 
and ultimately, researchers found that implementing this model resulted in improved 
student study behaviors, class participation and retention (Todorova & Mills, 2011). 
Summary 
Retention of distance education students is a complicated issue with a variety of 
variables influencing it. Clearly the work of retention theorists has evolved along with 
distance education. From Tinto’s original theoretical model of retention to Bean and 
Metzner’s conceptual model to Kember’s longitudinal model, the population shifts from 
face-to-face, traditional to face-to-face, nontraditional to nontraditional, part-time, 
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distance education students. It stands to reason then that the variables influencing 
retention would differ for each model along with the populations. Focusing specifically 
upon distance education students, researchers have determined that feelings of isolation 
are significant contributors to a student’s decision to drop out (Boling, Hough, Krinsky, 
Saleem, & Stevens, 2012; Bocchi et al., 2004). Further, students who do experience 
feelings of isolation are less likely to feel satisfied with their distance education 
experience (Boling et al., 2012). Of course, these are not the only variables influencing 
student retention – others include external institutional factors and internal institutional 
factors (Park & Choi, 2009), the correlation between expectations and experiences 
(Harris, Larrier, & Castano-Bishop, 2011), and activation of prior knowledge (Todorova 
& Mills, 2011). 
Sociological Learning Theories 
Introduction 
 As outlined in the previous stream, a review of the literature in the area of 
retention revealed the critical role of community and social interaction in combating 
feelings of isolation which are common among distance education students and are a 
major contributor to a student’s desire to drop out of their program (Boston et al., 2011; 
Jun, 2005; Bocchi et al., 2004; Boling et al., 2012; Rovai, 2002). However, viewing 
social interaction solely as a method for combatting retention is to overlook learning 
theories indicating that learning is an inherently social process. Learning theories, 
specifically literature on situated learning and social cognitive theory support the 
ideology that learning is a social process and that components of social cognition, such as 
motivation, are relevant to retention. When applied to the distance education 
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environment, social cognitive theory and situated learning provide additional support for 
the adoption of coaching in the distance education environment. Further, they implicitly 
support communication between coaches, instructors and instructional designers to 
incorporate strategic course design in the overarching goal of the higher educational 
institution to positively influence retention of distance education populations. 
Learning Theories – Situated Learning & Social Cognitive Theory 
Adopting a systems thinking view, Fenwick (2010) calls into question the way in 
which learning is defined for nontraditional learners. In her review of the literature, 
Fenwick creates eight categories of ways in which authors define learning: 1.) 
sensemaking and reflective dialogue, 2.) ‘levels’ of learning, 3.) networks of information 
transmission, 4.) communities of practice, 5.) individual human development, 6.) 
individual knowledge acquisition = human capital, 7.) co-participation and emergence, 
and 8.) individuals in community. The majority of the aforementioned categories focus 
on the individual and therefore psychological learning theory while far fewer focus on 
social learning theory which suggests that individual psychological learning theories are 
favored/more common than social learning theories. 
Recalling the definition of constructivism provided in Chapter 1 as a viewpoint in 
learning theory, Mankin (2009) provides an overview of several learning theories, 
categorizing them as psychological (behavioral and cognitive) and social (situated 
learning or social cognitive) learning theories and identifies experiential learning theory 
as a bridge between them. Yang (2004) believes that in psychology, learning is viewed as 
an individual process and that the social aspects of learning are often overlooked. He 
continues saying, “many theories in the adult learning literature acknowledge the 
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dynamic interactions between the individual and the environment. Theories such as self-
directed learning, critical pedagogy, and transformational learning inform us that learning 
is not only an individual psychological process but a social and political process as well.” 
(p. 141). In this way, Yang broadly identifies psychological learning theories as the 
dominant form of learning while, similar to Mankin, identifying only one form of social 
learning theory (Mankin calls this situated learning or social cognitive learning theory 
(2009, p. 123)). While Yang identifies self-directed learning as a theory, Mankin groups 
self-directed and e-learning together and instead lists these as approaches to learning – 
along with problem solving and reflective practice. 
Mankin (2009) touches upon sociological learning theories and offers the 
sociological perspective that the social context influences the learning experience. He 
later explains “situated learning is a variation on social learning or as it is often termed, 
social cognitive theory and is about developing individual competence (i.e. the ability to 
do a particular job to a high standard)” (2009, p. 123). He further emphasizes that the 
situated learning perspective occurs when the learning “is situated in a real-life or work-
setting and is a social activity which allows people to hold learning conversations, where 
they solve problems, tell stories and share insights, from hunches and feelings to analysis 
and well-researched ideas” (p. 123). The definition of social cognitive theory provided in 
Chapter 1 emphasizes a social approach to learning and the relevance of social cognition 
– a term that acknowledges social phenomena such as motivation. 
Social Cognitive Theory & Motivation 
Critical to an exploration of social cognitive theory is the concept of motivation, 
which has relevance to degree acquisition. Admittedly, there are a variety of reasons that 
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individuals pursue continuing education. David Labaree (1997), author of How to 
Succeed in School Without Really Learning: The Credentials Race in American 
Education, opens his book stating, “getting ahead and getting an education are 
inseparable in the minds of most Americans” (p. 1). He contends that education can be 
seen as a private or public good – the former supports his opening line while the latter 
perspective suggests that the purpose of education is to collectively improve society. 
Although Labaree touches upon both points, much of his book focuses upon the 
credentialing perspective, or the “social and educational consequences of a system in 
which credentials count more than knowledge in the struggle to get ahead and stay 
ahead” (p. 4).  
Credentialist theory, Labaree (1997) explains, views acquisition of a higher 
education degree as “a kind of cultural currency that becomes attractive to status groups 
seeking an advantage in the competition for social positions, and therefore it sees the 
expansion of higher education as a response to consumer demand rather than functional 
necessity” (p. 254-255). From a historical perspective, this was further substantiated 
because employers seeking managerial employees found that college educated 
individuals possessed desirable qualities and characteristics. That is, employers found 
that the social skills of recipients of college degrees allowed them to become successful 
managerial employees, thereby creating an acceptable qualification for managerial work 
– a college degree. 
Although most reasons for pursuing continuing education can be lumped into the 
two categories Labaree (1997) offers – pursuit in the name of capitalism (education as a 
private good) or pursuit in the name of citizenry (education as a public good) – certainly 
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other categories also exist. Perhaps the next most common reason for pursuing continuing 
education is for the joy of it. Csikszentmihalyi’s (1999) “concept of the autotelic 
experience, or flow” describes “a particular kind of experience that is so engrossing and 
enjoyable that it becomes autoelic, that is, worth doing for its own sake even though it 
may have no consequence outside itself” (p. 842). In this way, a third reason for pursuing 
continuing education would be simply for the flow associated with learning. Regardless 
of the reason for pursing a degree, motivation plays a key role in social cognitive theory. 
Social Cognitive Theory – Retention & Coaching 
The work of Park and Choi (2009) indicates that course design in distance 
education needs to be strategic (p. 215). Their study showed that when students are 
satisfied with a course and when course material has an immediate life application, 
students are less likely to drop out of a course. This relevance of material to the life and 
work of nontraditional students has obvious, and previously discussed, implications for 
retention, but also harkens back to the aforementioned effectiveness of situated learning. 
Park and Choi elaborate on the idea of relevance indicating that it is achievable by 
designing a course that relates to student’s interests, experiences and goals (p. 215). 
Further, the authors indicate, “online learners can easily lose motivation unless the course 
is designed to stimulate their active participation and interaction and meet their 
expectations” (p. 215). That is, students perceive course activities and content more 
positively when the material allows for situated learning and are more motivated to 
participate when the course is strategically designed to encourage participation (p. 215). 
Strategic course design then is also a way to increase social interaction and improve 
retention, as it can influence participation in class activities. 
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Building upon this application of sociological cognitive theories, specifically 
social cognitive theory and situated learning, if strategic course design involves using 
material that ties to student interests, experiences and goals, coaching is also relevant to 
the course design process (Park & Choi, 2009, p. 215). Coaching, as defined in Chapter 
1, involves the coach supporting the student  “to set goals, identify obstacles, and develop 
plans and strategies to achieve goals” (“Coaching (Performance),” n.d.). Further, the 
coaching relationship draws from research stipulating that the more instructors know 
about students, the more they can do to meet student educational and academic needs 
(Barkley, 2011, p. 79). However, if it is coaches that glean this information about student 
interests, experiences and goals and this information allows instructors to more readily 
meet the academic needs of students, then it is critical that this information is relayed to 
the instructor and/or person designing the course (i.e. an instructional designer). After all, 
each of these individuals represents the higher educational institution and benefit from 
increased retention and positive program reputations. 
Summary 
An exploration of literature on sociological learning theories, specifically social 
cognitive theory and situated learning, also supports the role of social interaction in 
learning (Fenwick, 2011; Mankin, 2009; Yang, 2004). Definitions of learning theories 
and the terms used to define them reveal components of social cognition, namely 
motivation. As a result, a brief discussion of motivation for degree acquisition is 
provided. Finally, the learning theories explored have direct applications to retention and 
coaching. Specifically, sharing the results of coaching sessions with instructors and 
instructional designers can provide insight into the creation of appropriate situational 
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learning contexts and strategic course design decisions which in turn can positively 
influence retention of distance education students (Park & Choi, 2009). 
Coaching & Mentoring 
Introduction 
Sponsored by The Institute of Education Services (IES) of the US Department of 
Education, the Education Resources Information Center (ERIC), an online library of 
education research and information as well as a nationally recognized government 
resource, was used for most definitions of terms in Chapter 1. Recall that ERIC offered a 
definition for coaching as well as the term mentor, which was listed as a closely related 
term; however, it did not offer a definition for mentoring. Further exploration of the 
relationship between these terms, of the coaching relationship, the application of 
coaching in the distance education environment and the influence of coaching upon 
retention were all areas worthy of consideration in an effort to establish the purpose of 
coaching and reason for its proposed effectiveness, particularly in distance education. 
Coaching, Mentoring & Models 
D’Abate, Eddy and Tannenbaum's (2003) article provides a review of the 
literature highlighting the variance in the language used to describe practices of 
developmental interactions. They conclude that these interactions are “critical to 
individual development and organizational success” but emphasize that additional 
research exploring the “cause-and-effect relationships of these interactions” is necessary 
(p. 14). Both coaching and mentoring are among the most common “and 
widespread approaches to developmental relationships” which ultimately serve 
to “enhance your learning and development at any career stage” (Murphy & Kram, 2014, 
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p. 252). In this way, coaching and mentoring are similar, and yet they remain distinctly 
different. Technically speaking, coaching is developmental and performance focused and 
does not typically have a direct connection to one’s career whereas mentoring is closely 
tied to one’s career and career advancement (Ghosh). According to Truijen and van 
Woerkom (2008), “while mentoring generally refers to a long-term relationship aimed at 
professional development in a broad sense, coaching refers to a short-term relationship 
and is focused more on the development of specific practices” (p. 317). Stated differently, 
mentoring then is broader than coaching – mentoring involves the whole person while 
coaching has a more specific focus (Murphy & Kram, 2014). 
In addition to there being several theoretical models of coaching (clinical, 
behavioral, systems and social constructionist), there are also several types of coaching 
(Barner & Higgins, 2005). Common types of coaching include executive, team and life 
coaching (Joo, 2005; Hackman & Wageman, 2005; Sparrow, 2007). According to Dalton 
and Crosby (2014), life coaching is a service providing feedback on life choices (p. 61). 
Across the literature, researchers seem to use a variety of terms when discussing coaching 
as it relates to students. Some refer to it as life or personal coaching (Dalton & Crosby, 
2014) while others use the term collegial coaching (Truijen & van Woerkom, 2008) or 
academic coaching (Barkley, 2011; Webbermann, 2011). Unless otherwise specified, 
within the context of this study, coaching refers to that provided to students, and the 
researcher has defaulted to the term academic coaching. 
The Coaching Relationship 
According to Barkley (2011), development of a relationship with students is the 
most critical element of academic coaching (p. 79). Carol Carter, an “international 
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student success expert in K-16 with a focus on academic coaching” agrees, contending, 
“academic coaching is also about making emotional connections” (Webbermann, 2011, 
p. 19). She defines coaching as “an ongoing partnership to help students produce 
fulfilling results in their lives” (p.19). Similarly, Dalton and Crosby (2014) indicate that 
coaching for student success is predicated on a student/coach partnership wherein the 
coach provides an objective perspective and guides student decisions (p. 61).  
Examining the purpose and intent of academic coaching more closely, 
Webbermann (2011) explains that through the coaching process, “students deepen their 
learning, take responsibility for their actions, improve their effectiveness and consciously 
create their outcomes in life” (p. 19). This aligns with the goal of academic coaching as 
described by Dalton and Crosby (2014), who indicate, “it aims to help students to become 
more self-aware and reflective while developing the self-management skills that help 
them to become successful students” (p. 62). Authors Robinson and Gahagan (2010) 
offer similar observations about coaching indicating, “for students, the process of self-
assessment, reflection, and goal setting promotes self-authorship and leads to increased 
buy-in and empowerment” (p. 29). Clearly reflection is a crucial component of coaching. 
As articulated by Truijen and van Woerkom (2008), “the coaching dialogue gives 
coaches the opportunity for reflection, and thereby for developing a deeper understanding 
of their behavior and the impact of this behavior on performance” (p. 318). The authors 
continue, indicating, “reflection enables learners to get a deeper understanding of their 
experiences” (p. 318). 
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The Influence of Coaching Upon Self-Efficacy 
The previous section of the literature review focused upon sociological learning 
theories. According to Moen and Allgood (2009), “social cognitive theory is rooted in a 
view of human agency whereby individuals are viewed as being proactively engaged in 
their own development and actively controlling their actions” (p. 71). The authors 
contend that self-efficacy is the most important factor contributing to success and that 
efforts to improve it are critically important to growth and development (p. 71). Malone 
(2001) asserts, “self-efficacy plays a central role in regulating a wide array of motivation 
and performance attainments” (p. 28). Given this, self-efficacy of distance education 
students would seem worthwhile to consider, particularly within the context of retention. 
Research indicates that coaching positively influences self-efficacy (Moen & 
Allgood, 2009; Baron & Morin, 2009). Specifically, Moen and Allgood’s (2009) study of 
the impact of a one-year executive coaching experiment found that coaching did increase 
self-efficacy (p. 76). Moreover, the researchers found that performance improved as self-
efficacy was strengthened among the participants (p. 77). Similarly, in their pretest-
posttest study of a leadership development program, Baron and Morin (2009) found that 
executive coaching was positively and significantly associated with self-efficacy (p. 30). 
The researchers concluded that an individual with strong self-efficacy will learn and 
apply more than an individual with weak self-efficacy (p. 23). The positive influence of 
coaching upon self-efficacy is an additional benefit of coaching as a retention strategy. 
Focusing in more detail on why coaching influences self-efficacy, Moen and 
Allgood (2009) indicate it “is seen to affect an individual’s choice of activity, effort 
expended and persistence at the task” (p. 70). If the task is completion of an online 
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degree, increased self-efficacy of distance education students should be of great 
importance to institutions of higher education faced with the challenge of retaining 
students. The researchers continue, “effective and efficient coaching is supposed to 
impact the coachee’s metacognitive abilities and thereby the quality of forethought 
process prior to performance” (p. 73). When applied to academic coaching, theoretically, 
improved forethought leads to better student performance, which increases student self-
efficacy. Ultimately, it is important to recall that such outcomes require investment as the 
depth and trust developed through the coaching process strengthen self-efficacy (Malone, 
2001, p 30). 
Distance Education & Retention 
Dianne Hayes (2012) suggests that academic coaching is an integral element of 
retention (p. 15). Barkley (2011) concurs and elaborates, saying, “the strategy of 
academic coaching is likely to have a positive impact on student retention, since Tinto 
showed that the involvement of faculty, and not just student affairs professionals, is 
critical to institutional efforts to increase student retention” (p. 80-81). Dalton and Crosby 
(2014) indicate that for a new student, persistent and frequent communication from an 
individual who takes an interest in the student is motivating and can influence the success 
of new students (p. 62). Similarly, research shows that coaching of millennial students in 
particular is effective because these students “gravitate toward individual mentorship and 
are more likely to succeed if they feel connected to their university” (Robinson & 
Gahagan, 2010). According to Dalton and Crosby (2014), “coaching can be especially 
appealing to students who have limited contact with the physical campus, for example, 
students who study online, commute, or enroll as part-time students” (p. 62). As 
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millennial students become nontraditional students, academic coaching relationships may 
become an even more critical retention tool. With specific regard to distance education, 
the learning environment is inherently isolating and generally appeals to nontraditional 
students, so the formation of a relationship is indeed a powerful retention tool, and “more 
effective in retaining students than increasing financial aid” (p. 61). 
From an institutional perspective, providing academic coaching to students 
requires strategic effort and investment. According to Barkley, coaching might be more 
common at smaller institutions (p. 79). While coaching relationships might form more 
organically or be expected at smaller institutions, given the potential payoff, it is still a 
strategy worth exploring for larger institutions. Dalton and Crosby (2014) report that 
although use of coaching has increased in other areas of business, higher education has 
been slow to adopt coaching (p. 63). The authors suggest several reasons that may 
contribute to this trend – the uniqueness of the higher education environment, costs 
associated with coaching and lack of available research on its effectiveness (p. 63). 
Additionally, the authors suggest there may be a concern that “coaching programs appear 
to duplicate some student services already provided by colleges and universities such as 
mentoring, counseling, advising, orientation, and teaching” (p. 63). However, the 
previously described relationship between student and coach does not fit neatly (nor 
entirely) into any one of these services. As also noted by the authors, offering “student 
coaching programs in-house requires either additional funding or reorganization of 
existing programs, both of which are usually difficult to accomplish in today’s higher 
education cost-constrained environment” (p. 63). Outsourcing coaching so that it is 
provided by an external vendor is another approach.  
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External Coaching 
Dalton and Crosby (2014) highlight that a benefit to outsourcing academic 
coaching is that it takes less time and investment in personnel skill acquisition such that 
results, including student success, can be seen sooner (p. 63). The company Academic 
Coaching Incorporated offers an external coaching option for higher education 
institutions. As articulated by Dalton and Crosby (2014), Academic Coaching 
Incorporated coaches offer students the following as basic functions: 
(a) informing students about the relevant educational resources  of the institution, 
(b) helping students to set goals, (c) mentoring students in time management, (d) 
assisting students in planning action, (e), providing students with observation and 
assessment, and (f) giving students feedback, support and maintenance. (p. 62) 
The authors subsequently acknowledge that these types of services already exist at many 
colleges and universities but identify the major difference as the pro-active approach of 
the academic coaches (p. 62). They continue, “coaches do not wait for students to make 
contact or to request assistance. Coaches initiate contact with their assigned students and 
take a proactive facilitative role in relationships” (p. 62). 
Internal Coaching Alternatives 
When external and in-house coaching solutions are not options for institutions, 
other methods and variations on coaching can be attempted. Overviews of case studies 
outlining these types of alternatives will be reviewed; however, both are predicated 
concepts highlighted in earlier portions of the literature review.  
For example, the section on retention highlighted research demonstrating that the 
management of student expectations to align with soon-to-be-had experiences positively 
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influences retention (Harris, Larrier, & Castano-Bishop, 2011). According to the 
research, this preventative action of adjusting student expectations at the beginning of the 
distance education experience can positively influence retention (Harris et al., 2011). 
Managing student expectations naturally involves understanding student perception of 
distance education, which has also been shown to be critical to developing a successful 
learning environment (Sahin, 2008, p. 221). In the absence of a coach, others employed 
by an institution – advisors and instructors – can make efforts to manage student 
expectations and perceptions. In so doing, what students expect becomes what they will 
experience thereby increasing the likelihood that the student has a positive experience 
and ultimately, is retained. 
As another example, institutions can acknowledge the differing roles of 
instructors in a distance education environment as compared to instructors in a traditional 
face-to-face environment (Boling et al., 2012; Bocchi et al., 2004). As articulated by one 
researcher, in the online environment, the instructor’s role transforms into one of 
coaching and facilitating (Bocchi et al., 2004, p. 252). Specifically, in distance education, 
instructors already assume multiple roles including: “subject matter experts, online 
course managers, and computer technology consultants” (Chang, 2004, p. 78). Given the 
previously established responsibility of the instructor in a distance education classroom to 
foster a sense of community (Rovai, 2002), when assuming all of these roles for a 
community of learners, the instructor’s ability to have quality interactions with each 
student is negatively influenced. Yet research indicates that the more instructors know 
about students, the better they are able to meet student needs (Barkley, 2011, p. 79). By 
improving internal communication about what is known about students and providing 
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appropriate support for both instructors and students (i.e. instructional design support and 
technology support), higher educational institutions can create more positive learning 
environments and experiences for students which in turn can positively influence 
retention. 
Researchers have explored the effectiveness of coaching – and the closely related 
term, mentoring – as models to facilitate and encourage increased communication and 
student participation (Murphy, Mahoney, Chen, Mendoza-Diaz, & Yang, 2005). In one 
such case, instructors, teaching assistants (TAs) and co-facilitators created a 
constructivist model for learning as taught through distributed expertise, which creates a 
community of learners who become intelligent novices and facilitate peer learning 
(Murphy et al., 2005, p. 10). The researchers found that this model fostered reciprocal 
learning and teaching by all participants while relieving instructors of sole responsibility 
for communication with and between students (Murphy et al., 2005, p. 12). 
In another, similar case study, “a model of online learning communities with 
online mentors (OLCOM) was created to ensure the effectiveness of online learning and 
teaching” (Chang, 2004, p. 76). The OLCOM included online mentors, a mentor support 
team and academic coordinators in addition to the instructor and online students (Chang, 
2004, p. 76). It is believed that the online mentors relieve some responsibility from 
instructors such as providing feedback and technical support (Chang, 2004, p. 78). 
Whether identified as a TA, as in the case of the previous example, or a mentor, as in this 
case, the roles of these individuals are very similar as is the result – reducing the burden 
of the distance education instructor. 
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The concepts outlined in this section provide a cursory overview of a few 
alternatives that institutions can employ based upon the literature when coaching is not an 
option; however, utilizing a formal coaching program, whether internally or externally 
based, would be a much more effective approach.  
Summary 
Coaching is a viable option for improving retention of distance education 
students. This section of the literature review provided overviews of the distinction 
between coaching and mentoring and addressed various coaching models. It also 
explored the coaching relationship, the goals of coaching and the concepts of distance 
education and retention as they relate to coaching. It closed with an overview of external 
coaching and offered possible suggestions for internal coaching alternatives. While such 
alternatives may have some positive influence, they are no match for coaching provided 
by an institution or outside contractor. 
Chapter Summary 
This review of the literature focused on three areas relevant to retention of 
distance education students: factors influencing retention, coaching and mentoring as 
methods of retention and sociological learning theories. More specifically, the first 
section on factors influencing retention provided an overview of retention theories, an 
exploration of the importance of social interaction and community to combat isolation as 
well as additional variables known to influence retention of distance education students. 
The second section on sociological learning theories focused on situated learning and 
social cognitive theory, the role of motivation in social cognitive theory and the 
application of social cognitive theory to retention and coaching in distance education. 
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The final section on coaching and mentoring as methods for improving retention 
reviewed the coaching relationship, the role of coaching in distance education, the 
influence of coaching on retention, several coaching case studies as well as alternative 
options such as external coaching. These concepts of retention, sociological learning 
theory and coaching as related specifically to distance education have social interaction 
as a common thread tying them together. Independently and combined, knowledge of 
these concepts shaped this study – the specifics of the research methodology will be 
outlined in the next Chapter. 
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Chapter 3 – Research Methodology 
Introduction 
Distance education is growing increasingly popular but higher educational 
institutions are challenged to retain this population because doing so is more difficult 
than retaining students in face-to-face programs (Clay, Rowland, & Packard, 2009, p. 
94). Academic coaching has emerged as a possible technique for improving retention 
among distance education students. Some private companies have formed to offer 
academic coaching services for hire to educational institutions. 
Academic coaching provided by Academic Coaching Incorporated to 
undergraduate distance education students enrolled in an urban university in southeastern 
Pennsylvania is at the heart of this study. An initial pilot study conducted sought to test 
whether students receiving academic coaching were retained at higher levels than those 
not receiving coaching (Hagen, 2013). Although the pilot study focused on undergraduate 
online programs in five of the eleven degree-granting colleges within the university it 
found that academic coaching positively correlated with retention in four of five schools. 
The only negative correlation was for the institution’s College of Arts and Sciences 
(CoAS); however, this study was grounded in quantitative methodologies and therefore 
student perception of their academic coaching experience was not captured. The 
researcher believes that excluding student perception is a major flaw in the previous 
study. As noted by Bloomberg and Volpe (2012): 
Perceptual information relies, to a great extent, on interviews to uncover 
participants’ descriptions of their experiences related to such things as how 
experiences influenced the decisions they made, whether participants had a 
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change of mind or a shift in attitude, whether they described more of a constancy 
of purpose, what elements relative to their objectives participants perceived as 
important, and to what extend those objectives were met. (106) 
The researcher intends to incorporate these previously omitted, yet critical perceptions, 
into the analysis of retention by way of qualitative interviews with students who received 
academic coaching. 
In order to frame the study within current research, the literature review in 
Chapter 2 provided an overview of current research in the following areas: retention 
factors, retention methods and sociological learning theories. Because the participants are 
nontraditional, distance education students, the evolution of retention theories and the 
many variables influencing retention were explored. The second component of the 
literature review focused on sociological learning theories – specifically social cognitive 
theory and situated learning as research shows that they are intricately related to retention 
of distance education students. Finally, since academic coaching is the central 
phenomenon, a portion of the literature review focused on research available in this area. 
This Chapter will provide an introduction to the research design, rationale for the study as 
well as details about the sites and populations studied, the research methods used and 
ethical considerations. 
Research Design and Rationale 
As previously articulated, this study seeks to explore perceptions of the 
effectiveness of academic coaching upon retention. Naturally, perceptions of academic 
coaching will be unique to the individual experiencing the coaching. Vagle (2014) cites 
philosopher Martin Heidegger as suggesting, “that phenomena are brought into being 
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through our living in the world” (p. 20). Vagle attests that the phenomenologist’s focus is 
not on the individual, but rather on how the phenomenon is manifests (p. 23). According 
to Creswell (2013), phenomenology “describes the common meaning for several 
individuals of the lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon” (p. 76). In the same 
vein, van Manen (1990) describes phenomenology as “a philosophy or theory of the 
unique; it is interested in what is essentially not replaceable” (p. 7). Because the 
researcher is seeking to understand perceptions of academic coaching, which are unique 
to each individual, the phenomenon of academic coaching then is that which was the 
focus of this study, thereby making phenomenology the appropriate design to apply. 
There are a variety of ways in which phenomenology can be applied. It is 
generally accepted that there are two primary approaches to phenomenology – descriptive 
and interpretive (Finlay 2008; van Manen 1990; Vagle 2014). Creswell (2013) highlights 
two of the main approaches to phenomenology as hermeneutic, which he credits this to 
van Manen (1990) and “empirical, transcendental, or psychological,” which Creswell 
credits to Moustakas (1994) (p. 79). In essence, Creswell (2013) is also identifying the 
two main approaches to phenomenology as interpretive (or hermeneutic, associated with 
van Manen) and descriptive (associated with Moustakas) despite not using these terms 
expressly. Specifically, Finlay (as cited in Vagle, 2014) characterizes the following as 
hermeneutic (interpretive) approaches: heuristic, lifeworld, interpretive 
phenomenological analysis (IPA), critical narrative and relational. Although the variety 
of options when it comes to phenomenological approaches could be viewed as 
overwhelming, Vagle (2014) describes this ambiguity as “an opportunity to explore and 
play with ideas, phenomena, and ways of inquiring about ideas and phenomena” (p. 52). 
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Because the topic of this study was student perception of academic coaching, the 
researcher was primarily concerned with conveying the interpretations of the individual 
as they related to their academic coaching experience. This intention then lends itself to 
interpretive phenomenology. As suggested in Creswell (2013), van Manen is generally 
accepted as the leader of the interpretive phenomenological movement. Therefore, the 
researcher would be remiss to overlook van Manen’s contribution to this type of 
phenomenology, his Researching the Lived Experience: Human Science for an Active 
Sensitive Pedagogy (1990). By his own definition, “phenomenology describes how one 
orients to lived experience, hermeneutics describes how one interprets the “texts” of life, 
and semiotics is used here to develop a practical writing or linguistic approach to the 
method of phenomenology and hermeneutics” (p. 4). He states, “what is novel to this text 
is that research and writing are seen to be closely related, and practically inseparable 
pedagogical activities” (p. 4). It is van Manen’s belief that interpretive research is 
inextricably linked to pedagogy, which is particularly appropriate given that this study is 
the culminating work of the researcher’s terminal education degree. 
Arguably, this particular work of van Manen’s (1990) is seminal. Specifically, it 
emphasized “dynamic interplay” among the following research activities: 
1) turning to a phenomenon which seriously interests us and commits us to the 
world; 
2) investigating experience as we live it rather than as we conceptualize it; 
3) reflecting on the essential themes which characterize the phenomenon; 
4) describing the phenomenon through the art of writing and rewriting; 
5) maintaining a strong and oriented pedagogical relation to the phenomenon; 
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6) balancing the research context by considering parts of the whole. (p. 30-31) 
As summarized by Vagle (2014), although van Manen provides the aforementioned 
research activities, he is committed to resisting dictating a specific sequence of steps or 
processes as he believes that doing so can stifle research rooted in hermeneutic 
phenomenology (p. 57). Arguably, one of the many appeals of these research activities is 
the flexibility and versatility they afford throughout the research experience. 
Given the variety of interpretive phenomenological methodologies available, the 
researcher further narrowed the type of methodology utilized. The focus of this study was 
academic coaching and subsequently, individual perception of its influence upon 
retention. Therefore, the researcher utilized interpretive phenomenological analysis 
(IPA), “an approach to qualitative, experiential and psychological research which has 
been informed by concepts and debates from three key areas of the philosophy of 
knowledge: phenomenology, hermeneutics and idiography” (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 
2009, p. 11). These three philosophies loosely translate to those of: experience, 
interpretation, and “the particular” or isolated case, respectively (p. 29). In essence, “IPA 
is concerned with the detailed examination of human lived experience” (p. 32). 
Exploration of the philosophies that underpin the IPA approach provide further rationale 
for the selection of this approach. And these philosophies are intricately related to and 
ultimately informed the conceptual framework as well as the researcher’s stances and 
experiential bias. 
In this study, the phenomenon explored was that of academic coaching. The 
phenomenological philosophy of IPA requires the individual to disengage with the 
activity and focus instead on the experience (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009, p. 13). 
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Because each individual is unique, it is impossible to ever fully share someone else’s 
experience (p. 19). Put differently, “experience is itself tantalizing and elusive. In a sense, 
pure experience is never accessible; we witness it after the event” (p. 33). Herein lies the 
complexity of phenomenology, as experience “invokes a lived process, an unfurling of 
perspectives and meanings, which are unique to the person’s embodied and situated 
relationship to the world” (p. 21). 
Of particular relevance here is the work of Husserl, who is credited with 
developing the concept and term ‘bracketing,’ in which the investigator sets aside 
personal experiences and attempts to objectively view the phenomenon being explored 
(Creswell, 2013, p. 80). Throughout this study, it was critical that the researcher made a 
conscious effort to separate her perceptions from those of the interviewee to avoid the 
natural temptation for her perceptions to influence the interpretation of information 
shared by the participants. 
The second philosophical underpinning of IPA is that of hermeneutics, or 
interpretation. As IPA is an interpretive phenomenological analysis, it stands to reason 
that hermeneutics is a central philosophy. Schleiermacher, as indicated by Smith, Flowers 
and Larkin (2009), viewed interpretation as “a craft or art, involving the combination of a 
range of skills including interpretation” (p. 22). He acknowledged the difference between 
words and their meaning – put differently, the difference between what is said/written 
and what is meant/implied between the lines. The power of interpretation here is that the 
researcher is able to offer a perspective that the participant, or interviewee, is not (p. 23). 
In this way, the emergence of the phenomenon through interpretation is possible and the 
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intricate relationship between the first two philosophies underpinning IPA is 
acknowledged. 
According to Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009), interpretation is based upon the 
text produced by the participant (p. 37). With this in mind, the interplay between the 
phenomenological and hermeneutic philosophies of IPA is made clear – IPA is: 
Phenomenological in attempting to get as close as possible to the personal 
experience of the participant, but recognizes that this inevitably becomes an 
interpretive endeavor for both participant and researcher. Without the 
phenomenology, there would be nothing to interpret; without the hermeneutics, 
the phenomenon would not be seen. (p. 37) 
Here, it is necessary to acknowledge the biases for hermeneutics. That is, the researcher 
innately brings “fore-conception (prior experiences, assumptions, preconceptions) to the 
encounter, and cannot help but look at any new stimulus in the light of their own prior 
experience” (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009, p. 25). While the researcher can attempt to 
bracket her own experiences as previously mentioned, interpretation has a certain cyclical 
nature – also called the hermeneutic circle. As explained by Smith, Flowers and Larkin 
(2009): 
It is a key tenant of IPA that the process of analysis is iterative – we may move 
back and forth through a range of different ways of thinking about the data, rather 
than completing each step, one after the other. As one moves back and forth 
through this process, it may help to think of one’s relationship to the data as 
shifting according to the hermeneutic circle, too. (p. 28)  
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It was the researchers’ goal not to attempt the impossible and be void of any fore-
conception, but rather to allow her fore-conception to mingle with those of the 
participants and allow the interpretation of the phenomenon to emerge.  
The third philosophical underpinning of the IPA approach is idiography, which 
concerns itself with the particular (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009, p. 29). The two 
prongs of this philosophy are commitments to: “detail, and therefore the depth of 
analysis” and “understanding how particular experiential phenomena […] have been 
understood from the perspective of particular people, in a particular context” (p. 29). In 
essence, idiography makes a case for systematic interpretation of individual cases over 
sweeping generalizations. This is not to say that general claims cannot be made; however, 
idiography emphasizes that researchers seek to strategically knit together such claims 
from cases through careful consideration and analysis of relationships between cases 
rather than first combining all data and looking for patterns. 
In the end, selection of interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) was 
appropriate in this instance as it assumes that humans inherently try to make sense of 
their experience. “IPA recognizes that access to experience is always dependent on what 
participants tell us about that experience, and that the researcher then needs to interpret 
that account from the participant in order to understand their experience” (Smith, 
Flowers, & Larkin, 2009, p. 3). Perhaps ironically, it should be noted that “the IPA 
researcher is engaged in a double hermeneutic because the researcher is trying to make 
sense of the participant trying to make sense of what is happening to them” (p. 3). 
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Site and Population 
This study was contingent upon access to historical retention data of distance 
education students at an urban university in southeastern Pennsylvania. According to US 
News and World Report, the institution can also be classified as private and has a total 
undergraduate enrollment just over 14,000 (“Best Colleges”). The historical retention 
data was collected and is managed by the university – more specifically, by the Vice 
Provost of Institutional Research, Assessment and Effectiveness in the Provost’s Office, 
who was therefore the gatekeeper. The distance education students were nontraditional 
(as discussed in the stream on retention in Chapter 2) and student demographic 
information was relevant to the analysis. Background data for the entire population of the 
pilot study could have been obtained through an internal reporting database (Hyperion) 
had it not been made available through the raw retention data. This provided a holistic 
view of background data for the entire population as well as the coached and non-
coached students. The target population was distance education students enrolled in one 
of three majors within CoAS. Central to the researcher’s discussion of the data with the 
gatekeeper was the way in which retention is defined – the researcher was able to use the 
same definition applied to the data presented in the pilot study for the sake of 
consistency. 
Research Methods 
Description of Methods Used 
This phenomenological study utilized an interpretive phenomenological analysis 
(IPA) approach to answer the central question. Historical retention data provided by the 
institution contextualized the population. From these data, students who received 
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academic coaching were emailed and invited to participate in this study. In this way, the 
researcher employed purposeful sampling “with the objective of yielding insight and 
understanding of the phenomenon under investigation” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012, p. 
104). Because all participants experienced the same phenomenon of academic coaching, 
criterion sampling was used (p. 104). 
Four participants each participated in three thirty-minute interviews, which 
resulted in a grand total of twelve total interviews. With the IPA approach in mind, the 
researcher conducted semi-structured interviews “where an interview schedule is used 
flexibly and the participant has an important stake in what is covered” (Smith, Flowers, & 
Larkin, 2009, p. 4.). In so doing, the researcher was able to “adopt analytic procedures for 
moving from single cases to more general statements, but which still allow one to retrieve 
particular claims for any of the individuals involved,” which is a central pillar of IPA (p. 
32). Of the three interviews conducted with each participant, the first interview was an 
opportunity to learn about the participant which ultimately further contextualized the 
participant’s experiences and perceptions. The second interview focused on the 
experience of academic coaching and the third interview focused on perception of 
academic coaching. 
 
 
Table 1: Interview Foci 
Interview Focus Intent/Manifestation 
Interview 1 Introductions/Context - Learn about the individual 
- Explain the study 
Interview 2 Recalling Experience - Posing questions around the experience 
Interview 3 Perception - What does the individual think academic 
coaching should be? 
- What can the individual help the researcher to 
understand about the coaching experience? 
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Data Analysis Procedures 
The interviews were recorded and outsourced for transcription to a company 
called Rev, which the researcher had previously used for academic work. The researcher 
reviewed the transcriptions, comparing them against the audio recordings to ensure 
accuracy. Ultimately, the researcher had twelve interview transcriptions to analyze. 
Because of this, the researcher utilized an exploratory coding method (Saldana, 2013). 
Such coding methods are “exploratory and preliminary assignments of codes to the data 
before more refined coding systems are developed and applied” (p. 141). This application 
was particularly appropriate as “qualitative inquiry is an emergent process of 
investigation” (p. 141). More specifically, the researcher utilized holistic coding, to apply 
a single code to a large amount of text to convey an overall sense of meaning (p. 141). 
The selection of holistic coding is particularly appropriate for novice qualitative 
researchers, thereby making it appropriate for this researcher (p. 142). Further, holistic 
coding is “applicable when the researcher already has a general idea of what to 
investigate in the data” and is also a “time-saving method for those with massive amounts 
of data” (p. 142). Again, given that the researcher was new to qualitative research coding 
and analyzed twelve transcribed interviews, holistic coding was the appropriate coding 
choice.  
Stages of Data Collection 
 As a first step in data collection, the researcher sent email invitations to 21 
individuals in CoAS who received academic coaching in the pilot study with the intent to 
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interview 4 (19%) students. The distribution of the population and participants by gender 
and major is contained in Table 2. 
 
 
Table 2: Distribution by Gender & Major 
 Population Participants 
Major Male Female Male Female 
Communication 1 3 0 1 
Criminal Justice 1 2 0 1 
Psychology 2 12 0 2 
Total 4 17 0 4 
 
 
 
The researcher began scheduling those interviews in early October. Upon 
completion of the interviews, the researcher offered participants a $75 electronic Amazon 
gift card as a token of appreciation, which also served to entice participation. From mid-
October through the end of November, the researcher conducted the interviews. The 
interviews were transcribed as they occurred. All interviews were completed by the end 
of November and coding of the transcriptions took place in December. This is depicted in 
Table 3. At the conclusion of the interviews and prior to sending the gift card, each 
participant was asked to verify the transcriptions, which served to increase the validity of 
the study. 
 
Table 3: Action Plan 
Action Date Descriptive Detail 
Organization Early October Invitations to participate 
Start Field Research Mid-October Conduct interviews 
Complete Field Research End-November All interviews conducted 
Data Analysis (e.g. coding) December Coding transcriptions 
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Ethical Considerations 
According to Bloomberg and Volpe (2012), “issues of ethics focus on establishing 
safeguards that will protect the rights of participants and include informed consent, 
protecting participants from harm, and ensuring confidentiality” (p. 111). Prior to 
participating in the voluntary interviews, the researcher explained that interviewees could 
opt out at any time and that anonymity would be preserved (pseudonyms are used 
throughout this research). Such assurances that identity would not be revealed supported 
the credibility of the researcher and the study and fostered a sense of trust between the 
participant and interviewer. Importantly, questions regarding perception of academic 
coaching did not pose harm – in any form – to participants. Interviewees were asked to 
confirm the accuracy of the transcripts thereby increasing the validity and reliability of 
the research. Approval by the institution’s IRB further substantiated the legitimacy of the 
research and supported assurances made by the researcher to the participants. 
Summary 
As outlined in this Chapter, this qualitative study was rooted in interpretive 
phenomenological analysis and sought to explore the central question: How do 
undergraduate, distance education students perceive academic coaching provided by 
Academic Coaching Incorporated? The IPA design was selected for this study because it 
is rooted in the philosophies of phenomenology (experience), hermeneutics 
(interpretation) and idiography (“the particular”), which are critical components of the 
conceptual framework (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009, p. 29). This Chapter also 
describes relevant details related to site, population, research design and methods as well 
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as ethical considerations. The next Chapter will outline the findings revealed through data 
collection and analysis. 
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Chapter 4: Findings and Results & Interpretations 
 This Chapter outlines the findings as well as the results and interpretations 
surmised from the three interviews with each of the four distance education students who 
spoke about their academic coaching experience. All four participants were female, 
approximately around the same age and were from the area around the institution. An 
interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) was used to explore the phenomenon of the 
academic coaching experience. The purpose of this study was to explore how 
undergraduate, distance education students in a particular college (CoAS) in a specific 
institution experienced academic coaching provided by Academic Coaching 
Incorporated. More specifically, the interviews allowed the researcher to capture student 
perception of the influence of academic coaching upon retention.  
 Chapter 3 provided a detailed account of the IPA research methodology, which 
included conducting semi-structured interviews and utilizing an exploratory, holistic 
coding method for data analysis. Notably, “there is no clear right or wrong way of 
conducting this sort of analysis” because the process is “designed to encourage a 
reflective engagement with the participant’s account” (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009, p. 
80). Therefore, the analysis is inevitably a product of the participant and the researcher as 
the result is always an account of how the researcher believes the participant is thinking 
(p. 80). Because of this, the true “claims of an IPA analysis are always tentative and 
analysis is subjective” and yet, transcripts can always be consulted to confirm validity of 
the conclusions drawn (p. 80). 
 This Chapter is organized in two sections: findings, and results and 
interpretations. The findings section summarizes the codes that were applied to the 
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participant interviews. According to Saldana (2013), in qualitative inquiry, a code “is 
most often a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, 
essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or visual 
data” (p. 3). The researcher identified six codes: success in online learning, sources of 
support, motivation, fear, uniqueness of the online experience, and communication. The 
findings section provides a detailed narrative of each participant and is organized in 
accordance with the identified codes. The second section of this Chapter, results and 
interpretations, offers themes that emerged through the researcher’s coding which are the 
major results of this study. These results inform the conclusions and recommendations in 
Chapter 5. Again, to ensure the anonymity of the participants, pseudonyms are used 
throughout the study. 
Findings 
The following findings are presented in tables connecting direct quotes to 
particular codes and are subsequently elaborated upon in the researcher’s narrative 
account of the interviews. This is in line with the IPA, which: 
Requires a combination of phenomenological and hermeneutic insights. It is 
phenomenological in attempting to get as close as possible to the personal 
experience of the participant, but recognizes that this inevitably becomes an 
interpretive endeavor for both participant and researcher. Without the 
phenomenology, there would be nothing to interpret; without the hermeneutics, 
the phenomenon would not be seen (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009, p. 37). 
It was therefore the researcher’s process to ‘bracket’ her experiences and read through the 
transcriptions while listening to the audio and subsequently read and reread the 
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transcriptions and ultimately code them (Creswell, 2013). When constructing the 
narrative for each participant, the researcher allowed her ‘un-bracketed’ experiences to 
interact with the codes to inform the creation of the narrative (Vagle, 2014). 
 
Participant 1 – Ellen  
Table 4 identifies Ellen’s sample quotes related to the codes. 
 
 
Table 4. Ellen’s Quotes Related to the Codes 
Success in online - “It allowed me to, once I wrote it down on the piece of paper, to 
visualize how much time I was spending doing what.” 
- “It just helped me better visualize how to complete my assignments 
better.” 
Sources of 
support 
- “I felt like it was like, if I needed it, it was there for me to take 
advantage of.” 
- “To me, academic coaching could be the help needed to succeed 
with scheduling because online courses could be a little tricky for 
people, you know what I mean because you’re not attending a certain 
time a class.” 
- “It’s like a training making that person learn so that person can do it 
by their selves. I think that it makes it just more free to navigate the 
online learning on your own without feeling nervous or scared or like 
you’re not going to succeed or anything like that.” 
Motivation - “My motivation is advancement” 
- “I didn’t see advancement in my career. There was no room for 
advancement with no education, no formal education.” 
Fear - “I was nervous because I didn’t know if I was going to succeed or 
not. If I was going to do good or bad. You kind of get a little nervous 
in the beginning.” 
- “In the beginning I wasn’t sure if I was going to continue because I 
didn’t know how difficult it was going to be.” 
Uniqueness of 
online 
experience 
- “When you go to school in a classroom, at the same time you’re 
studying, you’re looking to make friends and hanging out and things 
like that. Because I’m doing it online and I have a job, I don’t have 
the time.” 
- “For me, it’s perfect, because it works with my schedule and my 
life, my daily activities and things like that” 
- “Posting, it’s different than talking. You can post one thing and then 
a person can read it and understand it in a different way, not what 
you’re actually trying to say, but something else.” 
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Table 4 (continued) 
Communication - “The one coach person introduces themselves by phone. You’re 
hearing the person’s voice, the advisor you don’t get that.” 
- “With a phone call, you’re actually talking to the person, you kind 
of connect with the person but through email it’s more like you’re 
just reading something or looking in the line to know who your 
advisor is but you don’t really know the person.” 
- “Just communicating online to create a project with people that are 
in Ohio and Florida, it’s difficult.” 
 
 
Ellen’s Narrative 
Ellen is a 29-year-old Hispanic woman living in the Philadelphia area. She works 
full time as a medical assistant in an area hospital. She is also an online student majoring 
in psychology and has been taking two courses per quarter for three years. She plans to 
finish her degree by the middle of 2016. Upon finishing high school, Ellen studied 
sociology at a local university. She did not enjoy her studies and withdrew from college. 
After working full time for a few years, Ellen found that opportunities for advancement 
were limited without a formal education. In fact, Ellen identified advancement as her sole 
motivation for continuing her degree. She tried completing her degree through in a face-
to-face program while working. When that proved too challenging, she stopped out for a 
period of time. She was able to restart her program and take one or two courses online, 
but not complete the entire degree in that format. When she learned that her current 
institution had an online program, she decided to go back to school online because she 
could continue working full time while earning her degree. Additionally, she was able to 
transfer previous coursework into her current program. Ellen hopes to pursue graduate 
degree, also in psychology, and ultimately be in a field where she can work with children. 
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When asked to compare her experiences as a face-to-face and online student, 
Ellen said, “when you go to school in a classroom, at the same time you’re studying, 
you’re looking to make friends and hanging out and things like that […] I have a job, I 
don’t have the time.” She went on to describe online learning and said, “for me, it’s 
perfect, because it works with my schedule and my life, my daily activities and things 
like that.” Ellen also indicated, “a lot of the professors know you’re working full time. 
Some or most of the people who are online have children and have families. They’re busy 
people.” Here, Ellen essentially made the distinction between nontraditional students and 
traditional face-to-face students. She acknowledged the additional variables in the lives of 
nontraditional students, citing work and family responsibilities that are not often 
applicable to traditional face-to-face students. As outlined in the review of the literature, 
“nontraditional students are more affected by the external environment than traditional 
students” (Park & Choi, 2009, p. 208). Ellen’s observation is very much in line with 
available research concerning the demographics of online students (Justice & Dornan, 
2001; Boston, Ice, & Gibson, 2011; Park & Choi, 2009). 
Ellen also acknowledged the challenges of learning in an online environment. In 
particular, she recognized the uniqueness of communicating online through discussion 
board posts. She explained, “posting, it’s different than talking. You can post one thing 
and then a person and read it and understand it in a different way, not what you’re 
actually trying to say, but something else.” Ellen indicated that this is more often an issue 
between students than in her experience with professors. She spoke highly of her 
experience interacting with professors describing her relationships with professors as 
“perfect.” She elaborated stating, “for me it’s easy to reach out. I’m always emailing. I 
61  
 
haven’t had any hard times communicating or talking to professors. With classmates, it’s 
a little bit more difficult.” Aside from discussion boards, she indicated, “I don’t 
communicate with anyone. I don’t feel the need to. With classmates, if you’re assigned to 
do a group then you need to, but if not…” she continued and said of her classmates, “you 
don’t really know the person.” Through our conversations, Ellen alluded to the challenge 
of creating online relationships. She definitely seemed to feel closer to her professors 
than her fellow classmates. Despite stating that she didn’t know her classmates, she 
acknowledged efforts to create online identities through introductory posts when she 
stated, “we always post pictures… that’s a requirement of the first post [so] we know 
who we’re talking to.” But the identities of her classmates didn’t seem to stick – if 
anything only the names become familiar. Ellen explained, “you read them so often, 
sometimes the same names, you kind of [think], oh, I know that name.” While Ellen 
acknowledged the challenge of creating relationships with other online students, she also 
stated very early in our conversations that she wasn’t pursuing online learning to 
socialize or meet new people.  
Reflecting upon the beginning of her online academic journey, Ellen remembered, 
“I was nervous because I didn’t know if I was going to succeed or not.” She also recalled, 
“at the beginning, I was scared – I didn't know what I was doing.” Ellen’s anxiety about 
learning online is understandable, especially given that distance education is inherently 
isolating, which is a common reason that students drop out (Boling, Hough, Krinsky, 
Saleem, & Stevens, 2012; Bocchi et al., 2004). Ellen was clearly motivated to complete 
her degree, but perceived the uniqueness of the experience to be isolating, particularly in 
the absence of supportive relationships. When asked whether her academic advisor was a 
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source of support, Ellen replied, “the academic advisor is like a ghost.” Ellen indicated 
that she would only contact her academic advisor if there were a major issue. Ellen said 
that the academic advisor “is not a person I can go and talk to about, how can you help 
me […] I’d feel uncomfortable to do that.” She elaborated, “you get no introductions to 
your advisor […] nobody really tells you anything.” However, Ellen felt quite differently 
about her academic coach.  
Although she doesn’t remember the specifics of when and how she met her 
academic coach, Ellen indicated the support of her coach was critical to her success as an 
online student. Ellen remembered having phone calls with her coach: 
Every week she would follow up with me, just to ask me how I was doing, how I 
was managing my schedules. She knew I was working so she wondered, “How do 
you set up your time when you do assignments and for work and like how many 
hours you spend with your work?” I remember, I didn’t have anything set up. I 
was kind of like just doing my own [thing]. 
Ellen’s biggest credit to her academic coach was her assistance with time management – 
she recalled her coach telling her to write down how much time she spent doing what and 
being able to visualize how she spent her time showed her, “I had to cut back on other 
things that were kind of like taking my time just to focus more on my courses.” Ellen 
seemed unaware that her academic coach did not work directly for the institution – and 
according to her, it really didn’t really matter, nor did it pose a problem. The academic 
coach was able to help Ellen, regardless of her employer. Simply stated, Ellen 
rhetorically asked, “if I’m getting help, why not take it?”  
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For Ellen, communication with her coach by phone made all of the difference. 
She said, “with a phone call, you’re actually talking to the person, you kind of connect 
with the person but through email it’s more like you’re just reading something.” She felt 
that academic coaching was important and said, “if you do get stuck, they will help you 
continue on […] they kind of teach you how to move forward and then you can do it on 
your own.” Ellen continued – academic coaching is “something positive that everyone 
should have, I believe […] Now that I’ve had one, you should always have a coach even 
if you’re not doing an online course. Why not?” Ellen was undoubtedly more comfortable 
with her academic coach than with her academic advisor. When asked why this was the 
case, she credited phone conversations with her coach as building a deeper relationship 
than transactional student-initiated emails with the advisor. When asked what she thought 
about the idea of combining the roles of academic coach and academic advisor she said, 
“I would so love that.” 
When beginning the final interview, Ellen was excited to relay that she recently 
had the opportunity to watch a colleague begin an online program. Interestingly, although 
her colleague attended a different online institution, that school also provided academic 
coaching. Ellen observed emotions in her colleague that paralleled her own experience. 
She witnessed her colleague experience the same fear and anxiety, which morphed into 
comfort and confidence through conversations with the academic coach. More 
specifically, she reflected,  
I guess as we age or we go back to school we kind of get like a little afraid or 
nervous but for [my colleague] it was like a long, long time before she started 
taking courses or going back to school and online was like something new. She 
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was nervous and she was just very happy to have a coach and have her call her all 
the time and talk about how she’s going to succeed in her classes, her homework, 
and her posts and things like that. 
From the outside, Ellen thought her colleague spoke very often with her academic coach. 
Ellen inquired whether her colleague ever felt like there was too much contact from the 
coach, which was met with the reply “no, it kind of gives me strength because it’s new 
and I’ve never done an online class.” Ellen’s experience of watching someone else going 
through academic coaching and recounting it to the researcher was a unique contribution 
to this research study. 
 In the end, Ellen spoke very highly of her academic coaching experience. When 
asked if it influenced her decision to stay with her degree, she responded, “Yes. Yes.” In 
fact, she didn’t have any recommendations for how the experience could have been 
improved. She felt that the guidance she received was personalized, and said, “it was 
specific – it was like the person was created just for me.” When asked to describe the 
ideal academic coaching experience, she said,  
I think it’s like someone I had. It has to be molded for your particular duties or 
what you’re experiencing with online learning. It has to be a person who can 
provide support and strength and just help you through this new experience that 
not a lot of people are used to. That’s it! Couldn’t need more than that. 
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Participant 2 – Mary  
Table 5 identifies Mary’s sample quotes related to the codes. 
 
 
 
Table 5. Mary’s Quotes Related to the Codes 
Success in online - “Planning has a ton to do it and to set your personal space for it.” 
- “The teachers have a lot to do with it, I really love a lot of the 
professors at [the institution]. They recognize that the students are 
diverse. I don’t know I think they are awesome.” 
Sources of 
support 
- “Somebody that will be helping me to understand how the whole 
process is officially. Somebody that has experience in education in 
the United States, because I was lost. I was very lost.” 
- “I didn’t see it as academic coaching, it was more like a supportive 
coach.” 
- “I don’t see anybody, so somebody calling you and being like… 
asking these questions, and making you think is a positive step.” 
- “I felt that it was like somebody was caring for me and somebody 
was interested in me.” 
- “I believe and I feel that there will be more people interested in 
having that coaching.” 
- “I hope that everybody can take, online students, can access these 
types of programs. I really think it’s a great, great program.” 
Motivation - “I really like to help people, not just for the profit of it, for just 
because I really like it. That’s because it fulfills me inside.” 
- “What pushed me to finish my degree is: first I decided to finish my 
degree in Colombia and I couldn’t finish it down there and second, 
my son.” 
- “I feel it’s very, very important that I show that we minorities are 
very capable.” 
Fear - “I was very lost and didn’t know what was going on because it was 
a different educational system.” 
- “I was very confused and very scared of being in a major 
[institution] a really big university in the United States. I was very 
afraid of that, and [my academic coach] kind of calmed me down and 
explained to me how the educational system worked.” 
Uniqueness of 
online 
experience 
- “It’s the only way I can do it this way is just if I go online. I really 
like that.” 
- “You are all by yourself online and somebody is… you are never 
seeing your teachers… I don’t see anybody.” 
- “It was not a connection, not like a real connection. I felt like in 
online you had to have the desire to want to find things out more 
than… it doesn’t come from [the institution] itself, it comes more 
from you trying to get better.” 
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Table 5 (continued) 
Communication -“We all kind of go into the forum on Tuesday nights at eight, so 
we’re able to actually have a class and talk to each other. That’s 
actually very interesting.” 
- [“My academic coach] would actually call more often. It was more. 
It was longer time over the phone and I feel that it was like a different 
conversation more than with [my academic advisor.]”  
 
 
 
 
Mary’s Narrative 
Mary is a thirty-year-old Hispanic woman and a native of Colombia residing in 
New Jersey. She speaks both English and Spanish and also understands Portuguese – she 
taught herself English by watching TV with subtitles. In addition to working full time, 
she is also a full time online student taking four courses per quarter. She began her 
current program in 2013 and is very close to having senior status. 
Mary moved to the United States eight years ago. She explained that students in 
Colombia progress from grade school into professional school. Although Mary only had 
one more year of law school in Colombia, she decided to stay in the United States so as 
not to jeopardize her immigration process. She worked as a paralegal for a time, but was 
told she couldn’t be given a raise or additional responsibilities without a degree. Despite 
having already completed years of law school in Colombia, in order to earn a degree in 
the United States, Mary needed to first pass the TOFEL and complete her undergraduate 
degree. Thankfully, she was able to transfer many previously earned credits into her 
current program. When working toward her law degree in Colombia, Mary had planned 
to be an attorney but she has since had a change of heart and decided she wanted to be in 
a field where she could work with people more closely. She is considering pursuing a 
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Master’s in a field related to sociology or psychology and hopes to one day become a 
private or county investigator or work for the FBI. 
 After applying to the institution where she is currently enrolled as a criminal 
justice major, Mary learned that the degree was also available online by chance through a 
conversation with an admissions officer who mentioned it might be a more economical 
alternative. Initially skeptical, Mary started with one course and liked being an online 
student so much that she worked her way up to taking four courses at a time. Mary 
indicated: 
I really love being an online student. I have done two or three classes on campus, 
but I feel that online gives me the freedom to do all the things that I have to do. I 
have to go to work, and to organize my house, and I have to do just my personal 
things also. 
When asked to articulate the difference between online and face-to-face classes, she 
expressed a disinterest in going to class on campus: 
I don’t have the same experience that people on campus will have. When I go 
there, I felt like I would just do one class and then go back to home or to my 
normal life. I would just feel like an outsider because it’s like, I just go to this 
class, I work there for an hour. I just don’t have the connection. I didn’t feel like a 
part of the campus. Besides, I am thirty years old. Everybody is twenty. It just 
kind of plays out a little bit different. 
Mary is articulating the reality of a nontraditional student who is older than most college 
students and has additional responsibilities outside of academics (Justice & Dornan, 
2001; Boston, Ice, & Gibson, 2011; Park & Choi, 2009). 
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Interestingly, as enthusiastic as she is about being an online student, Mary lived in 
close proximity to campus and was able to enjoy certain aspects of being on campus – 
she recalls using the gym and library frequently before she moved. Unlike many online 
students, Mary often physically met with people on campus. She indicated that it was 
very important to her to “have access to my teachers, to my professors” and that she 
would occasionally email “a date to meet with them and I would just introduce my 
thoughts. That was very helpful and I feel less lonely in the process.” Here, Mary 
acknowledges the common feeling of isolation, which plays such an integral role in 
retention of online students (Boling, Hough, Krinsky, Saleem, & Stevens, 2012; Bocchi 
et al., 2004). Few online students have the opportunity to be on campus with the 
frequency that Mary did and it is interesting that this was an important part of the online 
experience for her and that she recognized that this could minimize the loneliness she 
anticipated would accompany her online learning experience.  
Being able to be on campus with some frequency may also have served to 
highlight differences between the online and on campus experience that online students 
might not otherwise know. Specifically, Mary explored the possibility of completing a 
co-op, a six-month internship to gain professional experience. Many on campus students 
at the institution complete one, two or even three co-ops as part of an undergraduate 
degree. Mary physically went to both the co-op office and her academic advisor to pursue 
a co-op experience. Both sources told her it wasn’t possible for an online student to 
complete a co-op. Experiences like this lead Mary to respond that although she felt like 
she was part of the institution, this was in large part because of her proximity to it. She 
indicated, “If I weren’t in the area, I wouldn’t feel that connected […] I would say [I feel] 
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70% connected with the school, but very proud of it.” As Mary discovered, there are 
some experiences for on campus students that simply cannot be replicated for online 
students. 
Mary attributes much of her success as an online student to planning. She 
explained in detail that she makes a habit of doing homework and initial posts on 
Mondays and Tuesdays followed by a break on Wednesdays. She explained, “I don’t do 
anything Wednesdays that is school related. I have a break and a mental break from 
anything.” She then completes work on Thursdays, Fridays and Saturdays with the goal 
of being done by Sunday. Mary has learned what allows her to be successful and 
explained, “I need like certain kind of music, certain kind of light, and nobody talking 
next to me.” While planning has been critical to her success, Mary was also quick to 
recognize the role her academic coach played. 
For Mary, a daunting part of the experience of online learning was becoming 
acclimated to not only online learning, but also the higher education system in the United 
States. Reflecting on her initial experience, Mary describes herself as very shy, 
intimidated and lost. Mary credits her academic coach with giving “me a little bit of 
confidence” in addition to helping her feel focused and calm. Mary describes her 
experience with her academic coach saying, “It was more like a support, mutual support. 
More like a psychological support than academic support per se.” Mary indicated that her 
coach, who she called “my life coach,” would “check on me regularly” and that most of 
their conversations took place over the phone, which “made me feel good and that she 
knew who I was.” Mary’s coach also posed deep, probing questions asking her what she 
wanted to do with her degree and why she was passionate about it, which she indicated 
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were “questions that you don’t ask yourself all the time.” The result was a tailored 
academic coaching experience that Mary described as “very individualized.” Mary 
indicated that her coach “made me feel that she was into what I needed and she was 
responding to my needs […] she definitely made me feel that she was giving me all this 
advice focused on my own experience.” 
In contrast, Mary did not have as positive an experience with her academic 
advisor indicating, “I think there’s a missing connection there.” She implied that her 
relationship with her academic advisor was purely transactional indicating, “she was 
more like “Okay what’s your question? Here’s your answer. Bye.” Mary felt that she 
contacted her academic advisor “strictly for my enrollment every quarter, not every 
quarter, but sometimes I can’t find my classes that I had to contact her.” Mary also 
indicated that most of her contact with her academic advisor occurred via email. 
Importantly, she indicated that her academic advisor “has never reached out to me. I 
always reached her and with [the academic coach], she always reached me or we always 
schedule a talk on the phone or something. With [the academic advisor] no.” That Mary 
described her relationship with her academic advisor as transactional was interesting to 
the researcher who once filled in for the referenced academic advisor who unexpectedly 
needed to take family medical leave just before the start of a fall term. The researcher 
recalls an overwhelming student caseload and reactionary, transactional communication 
with students (mainly via email) rather than developmental exchanges. Through this 
exercise of comparing and contrasting the academic advising and academic coaching 
experiences, it became clear that Mary felt a closer connection to her academic coach 
than her academic advisor. 
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Mary did offer a few suggestions about ways in which the academic coaching 
experience could be improved. First, she thought that the student should have the option 
to continue working with the academic coach instead of limiting the relationship to the 
first two years. She would have liked this because “I would feel that it’s like a more 
complete process [… so that] you’re not just left in the middle of the road.” Second, 
Mary said, “I would have liked somebody that knows really the inside [of the institution] 
and would tell me more.” While Mary was quick to say that her academic coach “was 
very knowledgeable about what she told me,” Mary would have liked “a more direct 
route like things that I needed, things that I discovered by myself – like [that] I could go 
to the library and get my papers reviewed.” When asked whether her academic coach 
made a difference in her decision to stay with her program, Mary responded “Absolutely, 
yes.” She thought others could benefit from academic coaching too, saying: 
In distance education you are pretty much on your own. You are alienated, so the 
whole schooling experience – it’s you, your computer and yourself and your time. 
So you have to make it work, and when you have somebody there that is calling 
you and saying, “Hey, how you doing? How’s everything working for you? Is 
something difficult? Is something standing in the way? Let’s see how we can 
figure it out.” That is… definitely make[s] you comfortable and [makes] you feel 
you are sharing that experience with somebody else and it’s not just you on your 
own. 
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Participant 3 – Christine  
Table 6 identifies Christine’s sample quotes related to the codes. 
 
 
Table 6. Christine’s Quotes Related to the Codes 
Success in online - “I have my own set system of how I write down assignments and 
stuff like that.” 
- “I think you just need to be really responsible, and really on-point 
with your assignments.” 
- “Everything is virtual and it’s all designated on your own schedule 
but you have to be diligent about it.” 
Sources of 
Support 
- “So like two years basically helped me understand the online 
process, as well as how I learned, I’m a visual learner and this is how 
you do things and ease the test anxiety. I’ve gained those skills.” 
- “I believe it was more just pinpointing exactly to the person’s 
personality and create some sort of a relationship as opposed to just, 
okay, this is what you’re supposed to do” 
- “If there were any other issues, or anything whatsoever that I 
needed to discuss, or if I had any problems with anything, I still had 
his phone number.” 
- “He was just very calm and very trusting. I think it just came out 
that way. He’s just an easy person to talk to and he actually sounded 
like he generally cared about what was going on in my life on top of 
school, on top of work.” 
Motivation - “I heard [the institution] had been a prestigious college” 
- “I want my own practice.” 
- “As of right now, without a degree, the job that I have gotten, it’s 
just a cashier at Wegmans. I don’t want to do that for the rest of my 
life.” 
- “The graduation aspect, I never got to walk on a stage, so my 
parents actually being able to come to graduation, that’s really nice 
and kind of exciting.” 
Fear - “I just didn’t want to go back to school. I didn’t like school.” 
- “It’s hard to begin online courses” 
- “For certain aspects, like test anxiety in general for me, it was an 
embarrassing thing. It was like, I’m very smart, but I can’t seem to 
get it out during the test.” 
Uniqueness of 
online 
experience 
- “It’s just a nice feeling to actually be able to go to the campus and 
make it feel like it’s real, I mean, everything is online.” 
- “Maybe I’m a bit apprehensive to do a Master’s at the actual 
college. I’m wondering if I’ll be able to jump back into a physical 
environment and learn just as well.” 
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Table 6 (continued) 
Communication - “With [the academic advisor], if it was a big issue with the time 
limit for registration or about debt, there was one time my 
financial aid was really messed up, it was phone calls. But other 
than that, it was emails with her for the majority” 
- “I think he just called me and we set up a schedule, I believe he 
called me every Thursday.” 
- “I think there were times that we ran over to maybe an hour or 
so. When I was having issues, he would stay on the phone or he 
would call me back later, if it hadn’t got resolved in our time 
limit.” 
 
 
 
Christine’s Narrative 
Christine is a twenty-eight-year-old Caucasian woman residing in New Jersey. In 
addition to working full time, she is also a full time online student taking four courses per 
quarter. She began her current program in 2011 and after completing two more courses in 
the spring of 2016, she will graduate with a degree in psychology. She will be a first-
generation college graduate in her family. Christine struggled in high school and 
completed her GED in 2005. She began taking online classes at a community college and 
transferred into her current program after deciding to pursue a degree in psychology. She 
enjoys the neurological aspect of the field, particularly the areas of substance abuse, 
chemical dependency and mental disorders. She aspires to have her own practice one day 
and intends to continue her schooling full-time, going on to earn her Master’s and 
Doctorate by the time she is 35. 
Through working with her academic coach, Christine realized that part of the 
reason she struggled academically in high school was because she learned differently 
than her peers. Christine explained that after high school, “I just didn’t want to go back to 
school. I didn’t like school.” She has since learned to cope with what was once 
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debilitating test anxiety and has developed effective study skills. These techniques have 
allowed her to enjoy academic success – she has a 3.7 GPA – a significant improvement 
over the C’s and D’s she received in high school. Christine also credits determination as a 
significant element of her success – and she was more determined than ever to earn her 
degree after recognizing and learning to overcome her test anxiety. Online learning has 
proved to be such a good fit for Christine that she is nervous about transitioning back to a 
face-to-face learning environment for the additional degrees she wants to pursue. She 
indicated “I actually feel like I learn better online and doing it at my own paces as 
opposed to in a school environment.” She continued, “I’m wondering if I’ll be able to 
jump back into a physical environment and learn just as well.” 
Speaking broadly of online learning, Christine highlights the evolving perception 
of online learning and said, “online school, it’s just a thing. It’s normal, it’s not just, 
‘Okay, you’re doing your degree online, it’s not the same.’” She continued, explaining, 
“there was a stigma that [learning online] was easier, and this and that, but I think it’s 
been pushed aside. It’s actually a bit more difficult because you have to be very 
responsible and very oriented in what you’re doing.” She also indicated, “I feel like I’m 
part of [the institution…] I tell people that I attend [the institution], and I'm an online 
student, and it’s just about the same as if I were to go to campus.” Christine feels a 
connection with her professors and fellow classmates. Of her professors, Christine said “a 
lot of them teach different courses so I get to have them a couple of times. They know 
who I am.” Connections with peers are more challenging, but Christine has become 
particularly friendly with another psychology major in Seattle – they’ve exchanged phone 
numbers and even talk of attending each other’s graduations. Christine admits, “you don’t 
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make as many connections because everybody is all over the place […] It’s just… you’ve 
got to find the person that you connect with, I think.”  
For Christine, academic coaching was critical to her academic success. She 
described the concept of academic coaching and said, “basically, there’s someone just 
backing you. You’re not alone in the experience.” Here, Christine also acknowledges the 
inherent isolation of the online learning experience, which is one of the leading drop out 
variables for students (Boling, Hough, Drinsky, Saleem, & Stevens, 2012; Bocchi, 
Eastman, & Swift, 2004). She struggled to explain the role of an academic coach: “I think 
that it’s hard to explain.” Nevertheless, she attempted a definition: “Maybe kind of like a 
more attentive counselor, educational counselor, than like in high school or something. I 
mean in high school, if you had problems, you go to the counselor, but nobody ever 
wanted to do that.” She continued: “Basically, it’s just someone there to help you.” 
Reflecting on her experience with her academic coach, Christine naturally 
compared her relationship with him to her relationship with her academic advisor. When 
asked to describe her relationship with her academic coach, she said, “I think I found him 
more of an advisor than at the time my actual advisor was.” She later elaborated, “I think 
[the academic coach] was more helpful in the educational aspect as an advisor is more 
helpful in the actual [institution] itself.” She described her weekly phone calls with her 
academic coach, which usually lasted around 45 minutes to an hour, as “a scheduled kind 
of counseling session concerning school.” She credits her academic coach with “help[ing] 
me understand online courses” and directing her to useful resources, such as the 
institution’s tutoring services. She says he would even search for alternate resources that 
were “more comprehendible than how the teaching was doing it.” Without his guidance, 
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Christine says, “I don’t know if I’d be doing as well as I am now, if I’d been able to 
figure it out those first two years […] I think I would have dropped out of the classes, 
probably.” Christine was the only interviewee to pinpoint trust as a key element of her 
relationship with her academic coach. She articulated that over the course of time, as a 
coaching relationship developed, she grew to trust her academic coach. She explained 
that she was embarrassed by her test anxiety and “I think building trust just makes it so 
that you’re actually comfortable speaking to somebody who is able to help. If there was 
not trust then I guarantee that I wouldn’t have told him about test anxiety.” She later 
explained that her coach “would find certain ways in order to help me figure it out or 
figure out why I couldn’t figure it out.” Christine summarized, “he was just trying to sort 
through and see it through my eyes… I think it was a good thing, where he kind of 
pinpoints in the beginning how people learn.”  
Christine also spoke about her relationship with her academic advisor, with whom 
most of the communication took place via email. In our first interview, Christine said: 
I had a pretty good relationship with my first advisor […], but she ended up being 
switched out, I believe, and they put me with somebody else this past year. I miss 
her. She was always right on-point. If I needed to register for a class or I had a 
question, she’d email me right back within half an hour. She was very good. I still 
have her email. 
The researcher was aware that a change in advising model had recently taken place in this 
particular college of the institution, but did not realize that the change had also been 
applied to online students. While this type of change may not be significant for on 
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campus students, the researcher believes it could be substantially disruptive for online 
students who already have fragile ties to the institution.  
In our second interview, Christine said of her same academic advisor, “the only 
thing I really spoke to her about was registration.” As if to highlight this point, Christine 
described one interaction with her academic advisor indicating, “she had signed me up 
for a math class and I had to drop out of it and she basically told me she understood. And 
then the next quarter, [she] signed me up for the same math class.” To the researcher, this 
anecdote illustrates the lack of a relationship between the academic advisor and student. 
Later in the same interview, Christine articulated, “the advisor basically I just focused on 
with, not too much educational issues, with the material of the courses or anything like 
that. I just focused on registration or financial aid or if I was having a problem with a 
teacher.” In this way, Christine is describing a transactional relationship with her 
academic advisor, which seems to starkly contrast the developmental relationship she had 
with her academic coach. 
Christine had just one recommended improvement of the academic coaching 
experience. She did not like that another coach called her when her coach was on 
vacation – she said “I didn’t feel any trust with her or anything.” Christine would have 
preferred not to speak to a coach while her coach was away. She also felt that having a 
coach for the first portion of her academic journey was sufficient and said “I’m in a five 
year degree and speaking once every week for five years, we’d probably eventually run 
out of all problems.” There seems to be no doubt in Christine’s mind that academic 
coaching positively influenced her decision to continue with her degree: 
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I think that it made specifically online schooling a lot easier because it helped 
allow me to comprehend exactly what I was doing. As I stated before, it was 
basically just an educational counselor who would aim to point you to services 
and tutoring and aspects like that that would be helpful in the long run. I don’t 
think that if I had those sources presented to me, I don’t think that I would be 
having as decent of a GPA or even continuing with school in general. […] I think 
I might have given up. 
Participant 4 – Natalie 
Table 7 identifies Natalie’s sample quotes related to the codes. 
 
 
Table 7. Natalie’s Quotes Related to the Codes 
Success in online - “Online you have to be self disciplined.” 
- “I would definitely advise for [potential online students] to be able 
- “To have a time period when they can seclude themselves with their 
computer and focus on the class. If they are not self-disciplined, if 
they don’t have that, I would advise that they go on campus if they 
want to be successful.” 
Sources of 
support 
- “Even though I wasn’t specifically on campus I still felt part of the 
school and I felt that it was something to keep me on track and 
focused.” 
- “He wasn’t just concerned about my schoolwork, he was concerned 
about my outside life and how it was affecting my schoolwork.” 
- “He was very well informed and whatever he didn’t know he would 
find out. He would get back to me in a timely fashion.” 
- “I felt that like this person knew me personally, I felt like they were 
focused on me, what my major was, that everything was centered 
around me so I felt like it was designed just for me, my coach was, 
that’s how I felt.” 
Motivation - “I want to work in the field of TV and film production so that was 
my reason for communications.” 
- “I’ve always been really into academics because when I put my 
mind to something I go for it.” 
- “I don’t want to go to school forever.” 
Fear - “A lot of times when you first start school you don’t know where to 
go.” 
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Table 7 (continued) 
Fear - “You don’t know what avenues to reach out to when you need 
that help.” 
Uniqueness of 
online 
experience 
- “It’s a lot easier to sit in the classroom to go to or not, doesn’t 
have doesn’t have discipline to sit down and you know do their 
work online.” 
- “Because I’m online and I don’t have anybody directly on campus 
that will help me.” 
Communication - “It wasn’t something like, if it didn’t pertain to class I really 
didn’t have any communication with other students.” 
- “He was very consistent with speaking with me. I literally talked 
to him just about three or four times a week.” 
- “For the most part he would send me email correspondence just 
here and there about information. He mostly called me, but he left 
the option for me to call him if ever I did need help with anything.” 
 
 
 
 
Natalie’s Narrative  
Natalie is a 31 year-old African American woman living in the Philadelphia area. 
She works for Amtrak and for personal family issues, she stopped pursuing her online 
degree in communications. Natalie attended a community college in a face-to-face 
program from 2010 to 2012 and graduated with her associate’s degree, also in 
communication. She had originally wanted to pursue a career in TV and film production, 
but now feels that doing so conflicts with her religious believes so she aspires to 
complete a bachelor’s degree to pursue something else in the field of communications. 
While earning her degree at her current institution, Natalie took four to five courses per 
quarter for approximately a year. During this year, she began a new job with Amtrak and 
also had a baby. She found that she preferred learning in a face-to-face environment 
rather than online and explored finishing her degree on campus; however, she found she 
couldn’t afford to complete the degree on campus and ultimately decided to focus on her 
job and raising her daughter. 
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 Although Natalie ultimately did not find that distance learning was a good match 
for her, she was still able to be successful in her academics for the year in which she was 
enrolled in courses. She felt that it was imperative for the online student to be self-
disciplined. In her mind, “it’s a lot easier to sit in the classroom” and “when you are 
online, you wait until the last minute because you’ve been bombarded with working at 
the same time.” In order to be academically successful, she recommended that online 
students, “have a private space to themselves when doing their online classes” and have a 
“time period when they can seclude themselves with their computer and focus on class.” 
She indicated, “it takes a lot of willpower and a lot of self-discipline to survive online 
classes. You just have so many more distractions because you’re in the comfort of your 
own home versus being inside a classroom where everyone is [t]here to learn.” Over the 
course of our interviews, Natalie alluded to the struggle to balance school with work and 
family, which is a common challenge for nontraditional, distance education students. 
 Natalie did not seem to feel very connected to her professors or peers while 
enrolled in online classes. She indicated that she didn’t connect with other students in her 
classes and elaborated, saying, “if it didn’t pertain to class, I really didn’t have any 
communication with other students.” She admitted to reaching out to professors if she 
had a question, but did not indicate that she connected with any of them. Despite this lack 
of interaction, when asked, she said, “I did feel like I was part of the school.” When 
pressed to explain what contributed to that feeling of belonging, she credited her 
academic coach and concluded by saying, “he did make me really feel like I was part of 
the school” and later that through their conversations, she “started looking forward to 
having that little piece of connection with the school.”  
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Unlike the other students interviewed, Natalie did not seem to remember her 
academic advisor and therefore couldn’t compare her advising and coaching experiences. 
However, she did recall her academic coach and felt that the support she received from 
her coach played an important role in her academic success. When considering whether 
she wanted to have an academic coach, she reflected, “I thought to myself, you know this 
will be helpful for me, because I’m online and I don’t have anybody directly on campus 
that will help me.” Interestingly, Natalie had believed that the academic coach was a 
student but was un-phased when corrected by the researcher. Natalie indicated that she 
and her coach mainly communicated by phone and that “he was very consistent with 
speaking with me. I literally talked to him about three or four times a week.” She did not 
think this was too often and explained, “he really was just like always checking in on me” 
and “I really needed it, because I wasn’t on campus.” Natalie explained:  
A lot of times when you first start school you don’t know where to go. You don’t 
know what avenues to reach out to when you need that help. With academic 
coaching, it’s so much more like I have someone in my corner that if I get 
stumped with something I can call this person and ask them. I also have someone 
who checks up on me. 
In the end, Natalie felt “everything was personalized for me” and that academic coaching 
“honestly helped me succeed in my classes more because I had help.” 
Natalie admits that her strategy was to “just try to take as many courses as I 
could” in order to finish her degree more quickly. The researcher suspects that this 
contributed to Natalie’s dislike of the distance education format – in the researcher’s 
work experience, it is never recommended to students who work full-time, especially in 
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the first term for those new to online learning, to take more than two courses at a time. 
Natalie was working full-time in addition to taking four or five classes at once. It is 
understandable that this was not sustainable when a new job and newborn were added to 
the equation. Thus said, Natalie’s biggest credit to her coach was that “he helped me 
understand that it wasn’t about how fast I got finished, but more so how efficient I was 
within the courses.” Because of his advice, she said she “ended up not taking as many 
classes as I was trying to take because [my academic coach] was just more pro me – what 
was best for me in my particular situation.” She also said that her coach was supportive 
by “not allowing me to beat myself up about the situation – but more so trying to help me 
find a solution to balance what I had going on in my life.” 
When Natalie decided to explore the possibility of transitioning from her online 
program to an on campus program, her academic coach was supportive. At that time, she 
had many questions and credits her academic coach for helping her get the answers she 
needed to figure out her next step. She explained that as an online student, “you’re not 
really familiar with the campus and don’t know who to talk to and a lot of times it’s kinda 
hard reaching people by email or just trying to get numbers and then getting talked all 
around from a bunch of different people.” She says her academic coach found “whom the 
actual person is that I should talk to.” Ultimately, Natalie decided it wasn’t financially 
viable to continue her degree on campus and she stopped pursuing classes online. 
Despite not having finished her degree, Natalie had only praise and positive 
things to say about her academic coaching experience, which she described as “a really 
great program – especially for someone who is just starting.” Speaking broadly of 
academic coaching, Natalie defined an academic coach as “someone who all-around 
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helps make that experience [online learning] a lot more easy-going and not as stressful as 
it would be if I didn’t have someone to aid me through.” She didn’t hesitate when asked 
how having an academic coach impacted her decision to stay enrolled in her classes for 
her year at the institution: 
Just having a connection, it’s like you get just somebody you really relate to. 
Sometimes somebody can know about events that are going on. I think that 
overall helped me succeed at the level that I did, and it made me a lot more 
comfortable, and I didn’t feel like I was completely alienated from the school 
because I was a online student. Just having someone that you relate to, you feel a 
part of the school. It was very beneficial to me, and I think it was probably my 
best experience with the school. 
Results and Interpretations 
When the codes from the researcher’s analysis of the transcriptions mingled with 
the researcher’s own experiences, both working in higher education and earning degrees 
online, the themes emerged which also served as results of this study. As articulated by 
Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009), when looking for themes, “the task of managing the 
data changes as the analyst simultaneously attempts to reduce the volume of detail (the 
transcript and the initial notes) whilst maintaining complexity, in terms of mapping the 
interrelationships, connections and patterns between exploratory notes” (p. 91). This 
required a balance of recalling specific pieces of information from interviews with “a 
recall of what was learned through the whole process of initial noting” (p. 91). The result 
was the movement away from individual to conclusions that include the perspective of 
the researcher “and the resulting analysis will be a product of […] collaborative efforts” 
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of both the participants and researcher (p. 92). The two themes that emerged became the 
results of this study: 1) self-efficacy can be expedited and 2) the impact of connection. 
The codes, sub-themes and themes are discussed in the following section and Table 8 
provides a visual summary. 
 
 
 
Table 8. Codes, Sub-themes & Themes  
Understanding Student Perception of Academic Coaching 
and It’s Impact Upon Retention 
Codes Sub-Themes Themes 
- Success in online 
 
- Sources of support 
 - Motivation 
 - Fear 
 - Uniqueness of the 
online experience 
 - Communication 
 
- Students experience fear and 
uncertainty when engaging in 
distance education. - As students become acclimated to 
the online learning environment, 
they gain confidence. - Having a designated point person 
providing support expedites 
movement toward self-efficacy. 
- Self-efficacy can 
be expedited 
through academic 
coaching. 
 
- Relationships in the online 
environment are difficult to foster. - Synchronous communication leads 
to deeper relationships than those 
limited to asynchronous text. - Relationships formed utilizing 
synchronous communication 
expedite creation of feelings of 
trust and belonging. - Students prefer two way, 
developmental relationships over 
one way transactional 
relationships. 
- The impact of the 
academic 
coaching 
connection. 
 
 
 
 
Self-Efficacy Expedited  
As outlined in Chapter 2, coaching positively influences self-efficacy (Moen & 
Allgood, 2009; Baron & Morin, 2009). Recall that self-efficacy “is concerned with 
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people’s beliefs in their capabilities to produce given attainments” (Bandura, 2006, p. 
15). At its core, self-efficacy has to do with an individual’s confidence level and 
motivation. This is further supported by Malone (2001) who asserts, “self-efficacy plays 
a central role in regulating a wide array of motivation and performance attainments” (p. 
28). Dalton and Crosby (2014) indicate that for a new student, persistent and frequent 
communication from an individual who takes an interest in the student is a “powerful 
motivator” and can make a “critical difference in the success of new students” (p. 62). 
Consistent with research indicating that coaching positively influences self-efficacy, all 
interviewees viewed the coaching they received favorably. The emergence of this theme 
became evident through several sub-themes. 
When reflecting on beginning distance education classes, all interviewees spoke 
about feelings of uncertainty about whether they could succeed academically in the 
online environment. All interviewees expressed unique challenges that impacted their 
experience. Ellen felt she needed her degree in order to advance in her career. Mary was a 
native of Colombia – English was not her first language and she was completely 
unfamiliar with higher education in the United States. Christine did not enjoy academics 
in high school and struggled with severe test anxiety. Natalie had completed her 
associates degree in an on campus program and wanted to complete her bachelor’s degree 
by taking classes online, but received an opportunity for a new job and also had a baby so 
her priorities changed. These varied experiences serve to illustrate the variety of variables 
that nontraditional students face, all of which contribute to a student’s retention decision 
(Justice & Dornan, 2001; Boston, Ice, & Gibson, 2011; Park & Choi, 2009). As per 
Kember’s retention model, nontraditional students have a more frequent evaluation 
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(recycling loop) of factors (cost-benefit variable) influencing their retention (Woodley, de 
Lange, & Tanewski, 2001, p. 117). 
None of the interviewees had previous experience in an online learning 
environment, so the uncertainty they felt was rooted in a very natural fear of the 
unknown. The fear felt by each interviewee seemed to subside as they became acclimated 
to the online environment. Each interviewee was able to tell the researcher about the 
qualities that allowed them to be successful as a distance education student. Ellen spoke 
about the importance of time management. Mary indicated that planning was critical to 
her success. Christine felt that determination and development of a system allowed her to 
succeed. Natalie spoke about the importance of self-discipline. By identifying the 
qualities that have allowed them to be successful, each interviewee expressed confidence 
in her ability to succeed in an online environment as she became acclimated to the 
experience. In many cases, the qualities that the students attributed to their success were 
informed and developed through the coaching they received. As articulated by Dalton 
and Crosby (2014), Academic Coaching Incorporated coaches offer students information 
on the following as basic functions: 
 (a) informing students about the relevant educational resources  of the institution, 
(b) helping students to set goals, (c) mentoring students in time management, (d) 
assisting students in planning action, (e), providing students with observation and 
assessment, and (f) giving students feedback, support and maintenance (p. 62) 
Equipping students with such support and information is empowering and likely 
contributed not only to student success but also to overcoming discomfort and fear 
associated with a new learning environment. 
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The researcher did not expect the resounding and unanimous support expressed 
for academic coaching. Each interviewee emphatically indicated that her academic coach 
was critical to her success as an online student. The favorable view of academic coaching 
is consistent with research indicating that “coaching can be especially appealing to 
students who have limited contact with the physical campus, for example, students who 
study online, commute, or enroll as part-time students” (Dalton & Crosby, 2014, p. 62). 
Moreover, three of the participants in the research study preferred her relationship with 
her academic coach over her relationship with her academic advisor – the fourth 
participant did not remember her academic advisor at all. Throughout the interviews, it 
became increasingly clear that the relationship that students formed with the academic 
coach was indeed a powerful and effective retention tool. 
Impact of Connection 
Isolation is an inherent barrier to success in the online environment. Online 
learning is self-paced and asynchronous – these are simultaneously both benefits and 
drawbacks to distance education. While this creates a flexible environment where nearly 
anyone can participate, it also creates an isolating and lonely learning experience, which 
is often a variable in student retention (Boling, Hough, Krinsky, Saleem, & Stevens, 
2012; Bocchi et al., 2004). The emergence of the importance and impact of connection in 
the online learning environment as a theme became evident through several sub-themes. 
When asked about the prevalence of relationships with professors, peers and other 
representatives of the institution, interviewees indicated that such relationships were 
minimal. This is consistent with the finding that distance education courses offering little 
interaction lead to a feeling of disconnect among students (Boling et al., 2012, p. 120). 
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More broadly, it aligns with the literature emphasizing the critical role of community and 
social interaction in combating these feelings of isolation, which in turn positively 
influence retention (Boston et al., 2011; Jun, 2005; Boling et al., 2012; Rovai, 2002). 
Consistent with their identities as nontraditional students, several interviewees indicated 
that they were not interested in developing relationships with peers – socialization was 
clearly not among the reasons they were pursuing a degree. All participants indicated 
they were satisfied with their relationships with professors. None of the participants 
indicated they had relationships with other representatives of the institution, even though 
three of the interviewees spoke about their academic advisor. In combination with what 
interviewees had to say about their academic advisor, the researcher inferred that the 
interviewees did not believe that their interaction with their academic advisor constituted 
a relationship. In contrast, the interviewer believes that all interviewees would indicate 
that they had a relationship with their academic coach, which aligns with research 
indicating that “the most important characteristic of academic coaching is to seek and 
develop a relationship with students” (Barkley, 2011, p. 79). 
All participants in this research study indicated that their relationship with their 
academic coach was rooted in pro-active phone communication initiated by the coach. 
For the three interviewees who knew their academic advisor, the majority of 
communication with this person took place via email and was student-initiated. The 
impact of these differences cannot be understated and the following observation about 
Academic Coaching Incorporated by Dalton and Crosby (2014) was already highlighted 
in the literature review: 
89  
 
What sets the student coaching process apart is the proactive role of the coaches. 
Coaches do not wait for students to make contact or to request assistance. 
Coaches initiate contact with their assigned students and take a proactive 
facilitative role in relationships (p. 62). 
All interviewees indicated that they felt that the academic coaching they received was 
personalized for them. Each also indicated that their academic coach knew them well and 
wanted to hear how variables outside of academics were contributing to their ability (or 
inability) to be successful academically. This naturally led into the next sub-theme.  
Most participants talked about the importance of connecting with their academic 
coach by phone – that hearing that person’s voice and talking synchronously (versus 
trading emails asynchronously) helped them feel connected to not only the academic 
coach, but to the institution. Each participant used the word support when speaking about 
her academic coach and one participant spoke about the importance of trust between 
herself and her academic coach. While other participants did not expressly use the word 
trust, they eluded to similar feelings about their academic coach. This aligns with the 
work of Truijen and van Woerkom (2008) who indicate, “the relationship between coach 
and coachee should be full of trust and support” (p. 318). In combination, these 
reflections led the researcher to conclude that in the distance education environment, 
synchronous communication leads to deeper relationships than those limited to 
asynchronous text and that relationships formed utilizing synchronous communication 
likely expedite and foster feelings of trust. 
The last sub-theme that emerged related to the importance and impact of 
connection in the online learning environment was that students preferred two way, 
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developmental relationships over one way transactional relationships. Most interviewees, 
when asked to compare and contrast the role of the academic coach and academic 
advisor, indicated that they only heard from their academic advisor when they, the 
student, were the first to reach out. All participants talked about having scheduled calls 
with their academic coach and all seemed to enjoy the proactive outreach technique 
utilized by the academic coaches. Through the inherently isolating experience of online 
learning, one can only imagine the comfort and confidence that results from a consistent, 
synchronous, voice of support.  
Summary 
In a phenomenological study, the focus is on finding meaning from the 
participant’s experiences. The experiences of four distance education students who 
received academic coaching were presented in this Chapter. All participants experienced 
the same, shared phenomenon of academic coaching. Interviewee’s perceptions of 
academic coaching as well as the influence they believe it had on their retention was 
explored. The resulting analysis captured two themes: 1) self-efficacy can be expedited 
and 2) the impact of connection. Each theme also had several sub-themes, which emerged 
and provided valuable insight into the impact of academic coaching upon retention of 
distance education students. As was outlined in Chapter 1, an initial pilot study at the 
institution found that academic coaching provided by Academic Coaching Incorporated 
correlated positively with retention in four of five schools and the only negative 
correlation was for the institution’s College of Arts and Sciences (CoAS) (Hagen, 2013). 
Through the experiences that were recounted and shared in this subsequent, qualitative 
study, the researcher learned that all four participants interviewed who were in CoAS, the 
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school with the negative correlation, felt that the academic coaching they received was 
critical to their retention which contradicts the previously drawn conclusions, rooted in 
quantitative data. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations  
Introduction 
The purpose of this interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) was to explore 
how undergraduate, distance education students at an urban university in southeastern 
Pennsylvania experienced academic coaching provided by Academic Coaching 
Incorporated. This study expanded upon a pilot study wherein the company offered 
academic coaching to one group (coached) but did not offer coaching to another group 
(non-coached/control) (Hagan, 2013). The pilot study focused on undergraduate online 
programs in five of the eleven degree-granting colleges within the university and found 
that coaching correlated positively with retention in four of five schools (Hagan). The 
only negative correlation was for the institution’s College of Arts and Sciences (CoAS), 
which offers online undergraduate degrees in psychology, communications and criminal 
justice (Hagan). The pilot study was quantitative and did not incorporate student 
perception of academic coaching and its influence upon retention, which was the basis for 
this subsequent qualitative study. This qualitative approach added more depth to the 
experience than the traditional quantitative data. 
As previously established, research suggests that academic coaching is an 
effective means of improving retention (Murphy, Mahoney, Chen, Mendoza-Diaz & 
Yang, 2005). Student perception of the influence of academic coaching upon their 
retention can serve to support or refute the efficacy of an investment in coaching, 
specifically for CoAS at the institution where this study was conducted. All participants 
in the study were nontraditional students who felt that they benefited from academic 
coaching and that it positively influenced their retention. All four participants were 
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females, approximately around the same age and were from the area around the 
institution. Through three semi-structured interviews with each of the four participants, 
the researcher explored student perception of academic coaching. The interviews were 
designed to go deeper into the primary focus of the study. The first interview focused on 
introductions and the context of the study. The second interview focused on the 
individual recalling the experience of academic coaching. The third interview focused on 
student perception of academic coaching. After applying a holistic coding method to the 
interview transcripts, themes and sub-themes related to these experiences emerged from 
the interview data. The conclusions drawn are based on the themes, which became results 
based on the analysis of the narratives of each participant. Admittedly, the conclusions 
are based on the data collected from the participants who represented a very similar 
demographic – all were female, approximately the same age and from the same general 
area. The perspectives gathered are inherently biased in that they are from individuals 
who agreed to be interviewed. It is possible that individuals who did not choose to be 
interviewed and/or who did not respond had different experiences with academic 
coaching. Nevertheless, what follows is a discussion of conclusions based on the data 
collected as well as the researcher’s recommendations to institutions of higher education 
with regard to academic coaching, and possible new directions for expansion of this 
study. 
Conclusions 
This study sought to explore how undergraduate, distance education students 
perceive the academic coaching they received and how they believe it influenced their 
retention. The conclusions reached are informed by the researcher’s conceptual 
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framework, based upon the specific phenomenological approach selected and the three 
streams of the literature. The researcher employed an interpretive phenomenological 
analysis (IPA) methodology, “an approach to qualitative, experiential and psychological 
research which has been informed by concepts and debates from three key areas of the 
philosophy of knowledge: phenomenology, hermeneutics and idiography” (Smith, 
Flowers & Larkin, 2009, p. 11). These three philosophies loosely translate to those of: 
experience, interpretation, and “the particular” or isolated case, respectively (p. 29). Thus 
the researcher recognizes that the conclusions reached are based upon both the 
researcher’s and the student’s interpretation and expression of the experience of academic 
coaching which are inherently informed by the lived experiences of each party. Similarly, 
the literature review also informed the conclusions drawn. Recall that the three streams of 
academic research informing the literature review for this study included: retention 
factors, retention methods and sociological learning theories. The first stream on 
retention provided an overview of retention theories, an exploration of the importance of 
social interaction and community to combat isolation as well as additional variables 
known to influence retention of distance education students. The second stream on 
sociological learning theories focused on situated learning and social cognitive theory, 
the role of motivation in social cognitive theory and the application of social cognitive 
theory to retention and coaching in distance education. The final stream on coaching and 
mentoring as methods for improving retention reviewed the coaching relationship, the 
role of coaching in distance education, the influence of coaching on retention, several 
coaching case studies as well as alternative options such as contracting with a private 
coaching company. These concepts of retention, sociological learning theory and 
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coaching as related specifically to distance education have social interaction as a common 
thread. Collectively, these elements informed the theoretical framework and allowed for 
the emergence of the themes which became the results that academic coaching: 1) 
expedites and positively influences student self-efficacy and 2) provides students with a 
relationship through impactful connection in an otherwise isolated learning environment. 
The resulting conclusions are supported with academic research and are corroborated by 
student experience uncovered in the interviews. 
Coaching positively influences self-efficacy (Moen & Allgood, 2009; Baron & 
Morin, 2009). At its core, self-efficacy has to do with an individual’s confidence level 
and motivation. Consistent with the literature, all interviewees perceived the coaching 
they received favorably. The emergence of the theme that academic coaching expedites 
and positively influences student self-efficacy became evident through several sub-
themes. First, all interviewees expressed feelings of fear and uncertainty when first 
beginning her distance education journey. Each had unique challenges and motivations 
that continually influenced their decision to continue their program. The variation of 
these challenges and motivators across participant’s varied experiences illustrated the 
variety of variables that nontraditional students face, all of which contribute to a student’s 
retention decision (Justice & Dornan, 2001; Boston, Ice, & Gibson, 2011; Park & Choi, 
2009). Second, all students also gained confidence in their ability to succeed as an online 
student once they acclimated to the environment. The qualities that the students attributed 
to their success were informed and developed through the coaching they received (Dalton 
& Crosby, 2014, p. 62). Finally, each interviewee indicated that her academic coach was 
critical to her success as an online student. This was consistent with research indicating 
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that for a new student, persistent and frequent communication from an individual who 
takes an interest in the student is a “powerful motivator” and can make a “critical 
difference in the success of new students” (p. 62). 
The distance education environment can be isolating and this variable often 
influences student retention (Boling, Hough, Krinsky, Saleem, & Stevens, 2012; Bocchi 
et al., 2004). Academic coaching provides students with a relationship utilizing impactful 
techniques to connect. The emergence of this theme became evident through several sub-
themes. Interviewees uniformly indicated that relationships in the distance education 
environment were minimal – that is they did not interact often with faculty and even less 
frequently with other students or representatives from the institution. This is consistent 
with the finding that distance education courses offering little interaction lead to feelings 
of disconnect among students (Boling et al., 2012, p. 120). Each interviewee indicated 
that her relationship with her academic coach was rooted in pro-active phone 
communication initiated by the academic coach. Further, all liked this approach, felt that 
their academic coach knew them and that the coaching experience was tailored. This sub-
theme was closely tied to the next, which emerged because each interviewee spoke of 
how supported by her academic coach she felt – one interviewee spoke about the trust she 
had for her coach. The importance of this proactive approach distinguishes the coaching 
provided by Academic Coaching Inc. (Dalton & Crosby, 2014). Additionally, it is 
consistent with the work of Truijen and van Woerkom (2008) who indicate, “the 
relationship between coach and coachee should be full of trust and support” (p. 318). 
Finally, all interviewees expressed a preference for the developmental coaching 
relationship over the transactional advising relationship. Through the inherently isolating 
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experience of online learning, one can only imagine the comfort and confidence that 
results from a consistent, synchronous, voice of support. 
Recommendations 
The following recommendations are given in the context of a phenomenological 
study. Within a phenomenological study the recommendations are not empirical or 
quantitative and generalizable to the population as found in traditional qualitative and 
quantitative studies. As van Manen (2014) argues, “empirical generalizations cannot be 
drawn from phenomenological studies.... And yet, in some way we could speak of 
phenomenological understandings as generalized” (p. 352). Since this study was 
concerned with a particular phenomenon (idiography) it allows the researcher to create a 
different way to generalize from that data generated from the interviews (Smith, Flowers, 
& Larkin, 2009). Based on the data founded in this study, these recommendations are 
based on the recurring aspects of the meaning from the participants (van Manen, 2014). 
Recommendations for Future Research  
Although the cumulative retention gap between the coached and control groups in 
the pilot study did not correlate positively in the College of Arts and Sciences (CoAS), 
this does not necessarily indicate that coaching was not effective. The pilot study was 
rooted in quantitative data and did not account for student perception. Based upon the 
research within this study, students interviewed who received coaching in CoAS 
uniformly endorsed it and indicated that it positively influenced their retention. The 
unanimous perception of those interviewed suggests that quantitative data does not 
always present a full and complete analysis. This was highlighted in the case of Natalie 
who viewed academic coaching very favorably, but was ultimately unable to continue 
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with her degree. This discrepancy between what appeared in the quantitative data – that 
Natalie was not retained – does not reflect what was revealed in the qualitative data – that 
Natalie thought that academic coaching was very effective and was the reason she stayed 
enrolled in her program for as long as she did.  
Importantly, this study’s exploration of student perception of the influence of 
academic coaching upon retention and the analysis and interpretation of their lived 
experiences was inherently biased. That is, there is an inherent bias in that these four 
individuals in this study agreed to be interviewed – the views of those who did not 
respond and did not agree to be interviewed could have had a different experience with 
academic coaching. Further, the participants were all female, around the same age and 
lived in the same general area near the institution. 
And yet the information collected offers rich possibilities for consideration and 
exploration – it raises the need for future research in the area of academic coaching and 
it’s influence upon student retention. Within the scope of this study, interviewees 
unanimously felt that academic coaching positively influenced their retention. The 
perceptions of the interviewees were consistent with the research that coaching positively 
influences self-efficacy (Moen & Allgood, 2009; Baron & Morin, 2009) and that the 
distance education environment can be isolating, which influences student retention 
(Boling, Hough, Krinsky, Saleem, & Stevens, 2012; Bocchi et al., 2004). Logically, 
isolation can be combatted by increasing opportunities for interaction, which academic 
coaching inherently does.  
Next steps for future research would include revisiting the methodology and 
considering ways to increase the number and diversity of participants. In particular, only 
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females participated in this study and in future research, it would be important to ensure 
that the male perspective was represented. Surveys to diversify and increase the number 
of participants to allow for statistically significant research findings would provide 
stronger support for the options outlined in the next section. If this study were replicated 
and broadened, development of interview protocols would be appropriate. In either case, 
it is clear that in order to utilize this research to make data-driven decisions, significantly 
larger data sets are needed. 
Importantly, the voices that emerged from this study raise the need for this type of 
research, which contributes to the complex issue of retention of distance education, 
relevant to so many institutions. This study also generates a discussion for future research 
centered around questions such as: 
• What gaps exist between best practices in academic coaching and academic 
advising in the distance education environment? 
• How do developmental, academic coaching relationships influence retention in 
the distance education environment? 
• How do synchronous forms of communication influence retention of distance 
education students? 
• How does the academic coaching relationship serve to increase retention of 
distance education students? 
• If academic coaching relationships in the distance education environment improve 
retention, what can be done to foster those relationships quickly and efficiently? 
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Areas for Consideration  
If future research parallels the findings of this study, institutions can consider 
incorporating academic coaching as a retention tool in a variety of ways. Utilizing an 
external coaching company is the first and most obvious option for consideration by 
higher educational institutions. Another option would be to offer academic coaching 
services internally, within the institution. Although these options may be theoretically 
possible for some institutions, they may not be realistically viable because they may be 
cost (and/or space) prohibitive; however, other options exist.  
Interviewees in this study highlighted the differences between developmental and 
transactional interactions – many described a developmental relationship with the 
academic coach and a transactional relationship with the academic advisor. While some 
interviewees knew that their coach worked for Academic Coaching Incorporated, a 
company separate from the institution, others did not. Regardless, interviewees favorably 
received the idea of blending the academic advising and coaching roles. Many 
institutions offer academic advising and it is conceivable that someone in this role could 
also provide academic coaching. Critical to the success of implementing this option 
would be several factors. First, the researcher would recommend that advisors receive 
training in coaching. Second, an analysis of student caseload – potentially resulting in 
reduction – would be necessary as formation of developmental relationships through 
proactive phone outreach on the part of the academic advisor would likely require more 
of the advisor’s time than transactional email communications. Ultimately, it is 
conceivable that this option could have ramifications for the institution involving 
reorganization.  
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Additional strategic efforts could also yield positive results. Research has shown 
that a positive correlation between student expectations and experiences positively 
influences retention (Harris, Larrier, & Castano-Bishop, 2011). Communication to 
explore and perhaps adjust student expectations to a more realistic level at the beginning 
of the distance education experience could positively influence retention (Harris et al., 
2011). Additional research indicates that “understanding students’ perceptions regarding 
distance education” is critical to developing a successful learning environment (Sahin, 
2008, p. 221). Given this, institutions could ensure that new distance education students 
hear from an individual representing the institution – such as a coach, advisor or 
enrollment counselor – early in their academic experience who can take time to 
understand the student’s perceptions and ensure that their expectations are realistic – 
adjusting them appropriately if not. Doing so will increase the likelihood that student 
expectations are met which would positively influence retention.  
All interviewees in this study indicated that they had minimal social interaction 
with other students, faculty and/or other institutional employees. Since research shows 
that distance education courses offering little interaction lead to feeling of disconnect 
among students (Boling, Hough, Krinsky, Saleem, & Stevens, 2012; Bocchi et al., 2004), 
if these same findings were replicated by a larger study, higher educational institutions 
could support an increase in the amount of social interaction within distance education 
courses. Course design in distance education needs to be strategic and contain “learning 
materials and cases closely related to learners’ interests, experiences, [and] goals” (Park 
& Choi, 2009, p. 215). Online courses should be “designed to stimulate [student’s] active 
participation and interaction and meet their expectations” (p. 215).  
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For interested institutions, a variety of course design techniques could be 
employed to improve the student experience. One option, as illustrated in the case studies 
in the stream of the literature focused on coaching, is to add faculty support through 
teaching assistants (TAs) (Murphy, Mahoney, Chen, Mendoza-Diaz, & Yang, 2005) or 
online mentors (Chang, 2004) who serve to increase social interaction in the distance 
education learning environment. As another option, institutions could ensure that 
technical support is available at all times to students as proficiency with technology 
influences student expectations (Harris, Larrier, & Castano-Bishop, 2011). Both efforts 
could relieve the many responsibilities of the distance education instructors who assume 
multiple roles including: “subject matter experts, online course managers, and computer 
technology consultants” (Chang, 2004, p. 78). By providing additional support for 
instructors, they become more available to their students who crave social interaction. In 
addition, courses should incorporate interactive strategies including “live classrooms, 
group work, threaded discussions, co-ops, and project-based learning” to minimize 
feelings of disconnect (Boling et al., 2012, 120). The work of Todorova and Mills (2011) 
suggests that activating student prior knowledge through pre-tests positively influences 
student preparation for class. In this particular case, faculty were able to use information 
gathered to adjust the courses and ultimately, researchers found that implementing this 
model resulted in improved student study behaviors, class participation and retention 
(Todorova & Mills, 2011). Each of these techniques attempts to address the inherent 
isolation of the distance education environment, which influences student retention 
(Boling, Hough, Krinsky, Saleem, & Stevens, 2012; Bocchi et al., 2004). By supporting 
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incorporation of these techniques in course design, institutions of higher education can 
positively influence retention of distance education students. 
Summary 
 The outcomes of this study offer opportunities for future research from which 
decision makers in higher education can use to improve the distance education experience 
in an effort to positively influence retention. Based upon the findings outlined in Chapter 
4, academic coaching made a substantial difference in the distance education experience 
of the interviewees. The study resulted in development of rich narratives that gave insight 
into the perceptions of students in undergraduate distance education programs regarding 
the influence of academic coaching provided by Academic Coaching Incorporated on 
their retention. All interviewees indicated that they enjoyed the academic coaching 
experience and felt that it contributed positively to their retention, which the researcher 
did not expect. These perceptions were consistent with the literature that indicates that 
coaching positively influences self-efficacy (Moen & Allgood, 2009; Baron & Morin, 
2009) and that the distance education environment can be isolating which often 
negatively influences student retention (Boling, Hough, Krinsky, Saleem, & Stevens, 
2012; Bocchi et al., 2004). 
 This study highlights the need for future research around academic coaching and 
it influence upon retention of distance education students. Such additional research could 
lead higher educational institutions to offer academic coaching – either externally 
through a company or internally. Alternatively, academic coaching could be incorporated 
into academic advising efforts. Additional research could indicate that smaller scale 
strategic alternative efforts could have a positive impact by offering more opportunities 
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for students to increase social interaction by implementing some specific course design 
and delivery strategies.  
To conclude, as stated by Woodley, deLange and Tranewski (2001), retention, 
particularly in distance education is “a complex phenomenon […] because it involves 
human behaviour, it is complex because it involves so many types of withdrawal, and it is 
complex because it varies over time” (p. 130). Coaching is a viable option for improving 
retention of distance education students. According to Dalton and Crosby (2014), 
“coaching can be especially appealing to students who have limited contact with the 
physical campus, for example, students who study online, commute, or enroll as part-time 
students” (p. 62). Given this, it is perhaps not surprising that interviewees in this 
qualitative study unanimously perceived that academic coaching contributed to their 
academic success and retention. Further, all felt that the academic coaching relationship 
provided an invaluable connection for them to the institution.  
Regardless of methodology employed, all institutions seek to improve retention, 
which is exceptionally challenging in the case of distance education students. Academic 
coaching is proving to be particularly effective for millennial students who “gravitate 
toward individual mentorship and are more likely to succeed if they feel connected to 
their university” (Robinson & Gahagan, 2010). As millennial students become 
nontraditional students, academic coaching may become an even more practical retention 
tool, which some argue is “more effective in retaining students than increasing financial 
aid” (Dalton & Crosby, 2014, p. 61). Ultimately, it is incumbent on academic institutions 
to continually innovate in order to meet the unique needs of nontraditional distance 
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education students and “academic coaching is becoming an integral formula for 
recruitment and retention” (Hayes, 2012, p. 15). 
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